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 Abstract 
Statutory child protection has a reputation for being a crisis-driven, reactive and complex 
system that responds to the wicked problem of child abuse and neglect. In this context 
there is evidence of long term workforce issues with recruitment difficulties and high 
turnover rates. The impact of this work not only at an organisational level but also at an 
individual level is acknowledged in the literature, with workers being exposed to a range of 
emotional and psychological challenges. Child protection workers (CPW) commonly face 
significant adversity such as threats, assaults and high levels of exposure to traumatic 
material exposing them to both direct and vicarious trauma on an acute, cumulative and 
chronic basis. Research suggests high rates of burnout and vicarious traumatisation in 
CPW with resultant effects including individual impacts with consequent impacts on 
turnover.  
 
Although exposed to chronic and cumulative adversity many CPW continue to operate 
effectively for extended period in this field. The predominant focus of previous research on 
the effects of this work context on CPW and the workforce has been aligned with 
psychopathology focusing on the distress experienced and the negative impacts.  
 
Resilience is considered to be a normal and more likely outcome for the majority of 
individuals following an adverse experience. While resilience is a concept which is 
consistently considered in the field of child protection where it relates to children, little 
consideration has been given to the resilience of CPW. Resilient CPW are likely to 
continue in the field for extended periods and provide effective services. This indicates 
there is benefit in examining the resilience of CPW. Given the limited research on worker 
resilience, particularly in the field of child protection, there is benefit in seeking to better 
understand the experiences of CPW as it relates to the development and maintenance of 
their resilience.  
 
Drawing on social constructionism as a theoretical framework, this study explored the 
understandings and experiences of resilience for CPW. The study considered how 
frontline CPW, who self-identified as resilient, understood their own resilience, the 
resilience of other staff, and the contributors to resilience in this adverse context. Semi-
structured, in-depth interviews were conducted with CPW on two occasions over a period 
of approximately thirteen months using a reflective approach to gain a deeper 
understanding of resilience and what affects resilience in this difficult work environment.  
  
The understanding of how CPW perceive and experience resilience gained through the 
study provides insights into how they develop and maintain an ability to work effectively 
when challenged with ongoing traumatic exposure. The study builds on the understanding 
of the process of resilience and poses a theoretical model that enhances current 
understandings of resilience. Although there are limitations to the generalisability of the 
findings due to the qualitative methodology and sample size, this study provides insights of 
significance to individuals, supervisors, educators and organisations seeking to enhance 
resilience of CPW,  effect improved practice outcomes and reduce turnover. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
Child protection is often considered one of the wicked problems in modern society.  The 
view of child protection is generally one of a complex and difficult area of work, and often, 
as an undesirable occupation.  As a social worker who has worked in the child protection 
field across practice, policy, human resources, and management, I am aware of the 
difficulties faced by child protection workers (CPW). During the course of my career I have 
observed numerous CPW who have achieved substantial longevity in frontline work, 
maintaining quality practice with children and families. Not only have many achieved 
longevity, they have also displayed resilience, overcoming the multiple adversities 
experienced in the work, to maintain effective functioning in this complex environment.  
 
When working in the human resources area of the Department of Communities, Child 
Safety and Disability Services (DCCSDS), the agency responsible for statutory child 
protection in Queensland, I became acutely aware of the challenges faced by individuals 
and teams. Having a role in employee assistance mechanisms, I was frequently 
astounded by the resilience displayed by CPW in response to experiences of threats, 
assaults, client deaths, and exposure to the outcomes of harm to children. While the 
primary focus of employee assistance mechanisms were to manage and address staff 
distress I noticed the many CPW who had been exposed to multiple adverse and traumatic 
events and were able to overcome these, continue to maintain their commitment to the 
work, and provide effective services. This, in addition to my own earlier frontline 
experience, piqued my interest in the impacts of the work on staff, and how they 
addressed and overcame these.  
 
In undertaking early literature searches to develop this study, it became evident there was 
extensive focus on the negative impacts on staff, while little consideration had been given 
to insights that could be gained from those who successfully navigate the vicissitudes of 
child protection work. Therefore, I sought to further current understandings of the impacts 
of child protection work on CPW through the perceptions and experiences of this little 
considered cohort, addressing an apparent research gap. As the context is one of 
adversity, and the study sought to explore those who overcome this, resilience provided an 
appropriate conceptual frame, offering value in providing an alternative view and 
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contributing new insights to current understandings of CPW wellbeing, likely to have 
positive implications for turnover.  
 
The study aim was to contribute to knowledge about CPW resilience and how this may 
contribute to reducing staff distress, enhancing staff functioning and maintaining an 
effective workforce in child protection.  With this in mind the study sought to improve the 
understanding of those who remain in frontline child protection work, function well and 
contribute to improved services for children and families. This was achieved through 
undertaking a longitudinal, qualitative study of CPW from DCCSDS, a statutory child 
protection agency. The findings of this study provide an increased understanding of the 
elements and processes that support CPW resilience in this difficult context, and inform 
organisational approaches that may improve staff stability.  
 
In responding to the study aim, this thesis outlines the process undertaken, the findings 
drawn from participant perceptions and experiences, and discusses the theory drawn from 
this and its possible application. This is commenced with a discussion of the literature 
which informed the research and methodology in Chapter 2. Chapter 3 provides an 
overview of the conceptual frame developed and applied to the study with the 
methodological approach including participant recruitment, sampling, data collection and 
analysis detailed in Chapter 4. The findings are discussed in detail in Chapters 5, 6 and 7 
with Chapter 5 describing CPW understanding of the context of child protection including 
the adversity experienced, perceptions of the work, the organisation and the broader social 
context of child protection. Chapter 6 looks to CPW views and understandings of resilience 
and resilient workers. This is further developed in Chapter 7 where the influences on 
resilience in the context of child protection work, including personal, team, supervisory and 
organisational factors, are considered. These findings are drawn together and a new 
theoretical model proposed with the implications of this for practice approaches, 
organisations, individuals, and educators highlighted. As discussed in Chapter 8 through a 
consideration of resilience in CPW this study provides insights that contribute to the body 
of knowledge about reducing staff distress and enhancing staff functioning in this difficult 
context and suggests how this could assist in the reduction of turnover and maintenance of 
an effective workforce.  
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The context of child protection, child protection in Queensland and specific contextual 
factors relevant to the study are outlined below.  
  
The child protection context - overview 
Nationally and internationally concern has been raised about the effectiveness of child 
protection approaches and systems, with these often described as risk averse, reactive, 
and having significant systemic failures (Russ, Lonne, & Darlington, 2009). Similar to other 
jurisdictions in Australia, there have been numerous reviews and inquiries across all 
States and Territories with three major inquiries in Queensland since 1999. Nationally 
these inquiries have consistently identified issues of demand, practice, outcomes for 
children and families, and workforce (Lonne, Harries, & Lantz, 2013). In raising workforce 
issues these reviews commonly identify high turnover, resulting from the substantial levels 
of conflict, tragic circumstances, and high workloads, CPW encounter.  
 
Not only is the image of a system in crisis evident in these reviews and inquiries, but this is 
also reflected in a low community regard and negative media portrayal of child protection. 
The risk averse views of the community (Webb, 2006) are reflected in the deficit oriented 
system, which is operationalised through actuarial assessment processes, managerialism, 
and systems that take a punitive approach towards staff in response to system failures 
(Leschied, Chiodo, Whitehead, Hurley, & Marshall, 2003; Lonne et al., 2013). Alongside 
high workloads, these systems limit the ability to implement strengths based approaches 
(Scott & O’Neil, 2003) impacting on work with clients.  
 
Workforce is consistently identified as being negatively impacted by this system, with skills 
shortages, recruitment difficulties, and high turnover common, and long standing (Bednar, 
2003; DePanfillis & Zlotnik, 2008; Dollard, Winfield & Winfield, 2001; Healy, Meagher & 
Cullin, 2009; Lonne,  2003; Mor Barak, Levin, Nissley, & Lane, 2006; Mor Barak, Nissley, 
& Levin, 2001). Australian child protection workforce data is consistent with other 
jurisdictions having a large proportion of CPW (25%) leave their positions within their first 
year [National Institute of Labour Studies (NILS), 2010, p. 29]. This turnover has a high 
organisational cost [Queensland Child Protection Commission of Inquiry (CPCOI) 2013, p. 
342], in addition to experiences of CPW and the impact on clients.  
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In examining workforce issues, child protection has been recognised as a work context 
presenting significant challenges for CPW including stress, burnout, traumatic experiences 
and vicarious traumatisation. Difficulty attracting staff and high staff turnover are major 
impacts for child protection services, frequently attributed to these challenges (Dollard et 
al., 2001; Gibbs, 2001; Mor Barak et al., 2006). Research on adversities in the child 
protection context has contributed to the understanding of consequences faced by human 
services workers and organisations. These include a decline in staff well-being, (Conrad & 
Kellar-Guenther, 2006; Cornille & Meyers, 1999; Meldrum, King, & Spooner, 2002) and the 
willingness and ability of individuals to enter or continue working in child protection (Healy 
et al., 2009).  
 
While there is compelling research on the negative consequences of work stress, burnout 
and trauma on human service workers generally, research has only recently considered 
the development of resilience in adverse work contexts, such as child protection 
(Bonanno, 2004; Tedeschi & Kilmer, 2005). Research on resilience as it relates to CPW is 
very limited, particularly in the Australian context.  
 
Notwithstanding the adversity faced by CPW, many continue in this field, function 
effectively and report high job satisfaction (Conrad & Kellar-Guenther, 2006; Reagh, 1994; 
Stalker, Mandell, Frensch, Harvey, & Wright, 2007). Although strengths-based 
perspectives of resilience can inform research on CPW functioning and retention, the 
primary focus of research remains on deficit models and psychopathology. Additionally, 
given the focus on adversity and worker dysfunction, organisational approaches to staff 
support are also focused on risk reduction and management of dysfunction. An improved 
understanding of building staff capacity and resilience, particularly as it relates to 
Australian child protection contexts, may offer alternative options for organisations to 
respond to staff well-being and retention.  Resilience has gained credence as an 
alternative to deficit models in recent years, with recognition that resilience is common 
across individuals and communities, and building resilience capacity supports the 
maintenance and enhancement of effective functioning in response to adversity (Bonanno, 
2004; Ungar, 2012). Resilience has gained greater acceptance through an expansion of 
research and broader application in recent years, although it has been challenged as a 
construct, particularly given definitional concerns (Wright, Kiparoglou, Williams, & Hilton, 
2012).   
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Therefore, this study explored CPW experiences of the development and maintenance of 
resilience. Given organisational and personal costs of CPW distress and staff turnover, 
and flow-on negative effects on quality of services to children and families, it is critical to 
better understand how to reduce personal distress and staff turnover, and increase the 
cohort of experienced, effective CPW, thereby enhancing outcomes for children. 
Child protection in Queensland - overview 
Statutory child protection services in Queensland are provided through the Department of 
Communities, Child Safety and Disability Services (DCCSDS), a government department 
responsible for a range of human services, including child protection. Similar to other 
Australian jurisdictions and many western countries, there is a view of child protection in 
Queensland as forensic, risk averse, and procedural: a system in crisis (Lonne, 2013; 
CPCOI, 2013). The Queensland child protection system has a tertiary focus with 
mandatory reporting requirements. This has seen the development of a risk averse 
system, with agencies which provide services to children and families increasingly 
discharging responsibility for responding to child abuse, through reporting to the statutory 
child protection agency (CPCOI, 2013). The increasing rate of reports to child protection 
has both increased expectations of, and demand on, tertiary services. As suggested by the 
CPCOI Report (2013), this focus on risk, has resulted in high rates of families being 
reported and investigated, and children entering out-of-home care, rather than a balance 
of responses and interventions across the universal, secondary, and tertiary parts of the 
system. This increasing demand, and the expectation that the statutory agency will 
address the needs of all vulnerable children, adds to the complexity of the work for the 
child protection agency and its staff.  
 
In response to the increasing demand on tertiary systems, Queensland has seen a 
decrease in funding for family support services (CPCOI, 2013), which are primarily 
provided through non-government agencies. As suggested by the CPCOI Report (2013), 
the system is skewed, with insufficient resources directed toward prevention and early 
intervention, and an overburdened tertiary system which is unsustainable.   
 
While many recognise the difficulties of the work, there continues to be public criticism in 
relation to both the system, and CPW (Lonne et al., 2013; Lonne & Parton, 2014), as 
portrayed through negative media reporting on child protection. This is demonstrated by 
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articles such as ‘Stocktake of child protection to identify gaps’, (Moore, 2013), ‘Queensland 
child protection system a failure’ (Brisbane Times, 2012, Oct. 30) and ‘Department of Child 
Safety to scrutinise staff after sexual assault by foster child,’ (The Courier Mail, 2013, May 
18). This perception that child protection agencies alone can ensure the safety and well-
being of all vulnerable children adds to the challenges for workers. 
 
Child protection services in Queensland, similar to other jurisdictions and countries have 
been cited as having high staff turnover, low staff morale and high levels of stress in staff 
[CPCOI, 2013; Crime and Misconduct Commission (CMC), 2004]. This has consequential 
impacts for service quality affecting consistency of services and relationships with clients.  
 
The study context 
The study was undertaken with staff from DCCSDS as the agency responsible for 
statutory child protection services in Queensland. As at 30 June 2012 there were 1477 
frontline CPW in Queensland (CPCOI, 2013, p. 318), with staff distributed across seven 
regions and 51 local offices (DCCSDS, 2012). Frontline CPW are those who provide direct 
services to children and families, and consist of case workers, supervisors and a range of 
specialist staff.   
 
DCCSDS receives reports of child abuse from mandated reporters and the general public, 
and provides case management for children under statutory protection orders. The 
responsibilities of the department include: the investigation and assessment of reports of 
familial child abuse; removal of children from families where it is determined the family is 
unable or unwilling to care for the child; making applications for protection orders; and the 
case management for children placed in out of home care under the custody or 
guardianship of the department through parental agreement or a court order. 
 
During the course of this study, with data collection occurring between November 2010 
and February 2013, the child protection agency in Queensland experienced significant 
unforeseen events and changes impacting on those undertaking the work. In 2009 there 
had been an extensive restructure of the agency bringing a stand-alone Department of 
Child Safety into a larger human services department including youth justice, disability 
services and housing. Consolidation of this change was ongoing when the study 
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commenced. A key focus during this period was the integration of services with a single 
entry point approach, to the provision of multiple services to clients.  
 
There were two major natural disasters with many staff reassigned to disaster recovery 
activities, placing additional workload on those remaining, as well as creating personal 
pressures on some individuals and their families. In 2011 shortly after data collection 
commenced, major flooding and cyclonic events occurred impacting all 73 local 
government areas across the state [Department of Communities (DoC), 2011]. In addition 
to the impact on vulnerable families, as the agency responsible for community recovery 
this created additional demands on staff with the large scale deployment of departmental 
staff to community recovery activities in the first half of 2011 (DoC, 2011). Similarly in 
2011-12, during data collection, in response to additional disaster events, a large number 
of departmental staff were again deployed to community recovery duties [Department of 
Communities, Child Safety and Disability Services (DCCSDS), 2012]. 
 
A change of government in early 2012, the establishment of and reporting by the 
Commission of Audit (Queensland Government, 2013), public sector staff cuts and the 
establishment of the CPCOI also occurred during the data collection period. The resulting 
policy changes, as outlined in the Government’s First 100 Days Action Plan (Queensland 
Government, 2012a, 2012b), and subsequent action plans (Queensland Government, 
2014) focused on cost reduction, efficiency, contestability, and a smaller public service. 
This had a direct impact on job security with reductions in public sector staffing. These 
changes resulted in structural changes within DCCSDS with some functions of the 
previous larger department transitioned to other departments. The implementation of a 
smaller public sector policy resulted in the loss of staff from local offices, as well as 
regional and central offices, within DCCSDS as indicated by participants.   
 
Specifically to child protection, the establishment of the CPCOI sought to examine the 
implementation of previous inquiries, the functioning of the existing child protection 
system, and make recommendations with the aim of changing the system into the future to 
improve services, increase sustainability, and increase value for money (CPCOI, 2013). 
The terms of reference for the inquiry were announced in July 2012 with the CPCOI 
commencing in September 2012 and reporting in July 2013. All data collection was 
completed in early 2013, prior to the release of the report.  
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These events, particularly those that followed large scale policy changes and affected 
departmental staff, occurred during the course of the data collection and were evidenced 
in the participant responses and reflected in the findings.  
The study 
It is recognised that child protection is complex and challenging work posing numerous 
difficulties for those choosing to work in the field. In this complex work, CPW are known to 
encounter vicissitudes which affect their well-being, and contribute to high staff turnover 
(Healy& Oltedal, 2010), with adverse effects on outcomes for children through ineffective 
decision making, poorer quality service, and inconsistent interventions (Kim & Kao, 2014). 
These difficulties are ever present, yet there have traditionally been and continue to be 
CPW who remain in the field, have a high level of commitment to the role, and work 
effectively with children and families.  
 
While there is an extensive body of research in relation to the risks and stressors, and 
resultant staff turnover, there are far fewer studies that explore those who continue to work 
effectively in child protection (Russ et al., 2009). Although resilience rather than distress in 
response to adversity has been considered the norm (Bonanno, 2004), this has not been 
well reflected in CPW workforce research, which has continued to focus on dysfunction. In 
contrast to the predominate research, and to build improved knowledge of how CPW 
maintain effective functioning, this study applies a resilience frame. While recognising the 
critiques of resilience and strengths-based frameworks, these provide a valuable 
alternative frame for the examination of workers in child protection. Using a qualitative, 
longitudinal and exploratory approach, this study examined CPW resilience to the 
adversities they experience, through exploring their understandings and experiences of 
resilience, and how this occurs and is sustained.  
 
This exploration of resilience in CPW considers personal, professional, and organisational 
approaches to building resilience to: support increased understandings of how CPW 
experience, develop and maintain resilience in this complex and difficult context; and 
inform options for individuals and organisations to proactively develop resilience in child 
protection work, rather than only reactively responding to CPW who are impacted by 
stress and trauma. The use of a resilience frame applies a strengths-based approach to 
build understanding of CPW functioning in a way that can contribute to a better 
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understanding of retention, as an alternative to minimising turnover of CPW, and therefore 
support improved service delivery.  
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Chapter 2: Literature review 
 
Within the child protection context, as with other work environments, there are a range of 
personal and organisational factors which may contribute to CPW retention or turnover. As 
child protection has been identified by many as a difficult and complex work environment it 
is important to give attention to factors which may contribute to CPW retention, one of 
these being CPW resilience. As resilience acknowledges adversity, which is inherent in the 
child protection context, and goes to CPW functioning, it is the focus of this study.  
 
In considering CPW resilience, areas of literature that inform this study are: issues in the 
contemporary child protection context, which considers workforce factors that impact on 
client outcomes; adversity impacting CPW, which looks to the range of adverse 
experiences encountered by CPW understood to contribute to psychological dysfunction 
for individual staff, and flow-on effects for the organisation; resilience theory outlining 
understandings of how individuals maintain and improve functioning in adverse contexts; 
and contextual considerations for adversity and resilience in CPW. These areas are 
central to considering the context of child protection, and understanding how CPW develop 
the capacity to manage the difficult work context, and function effectively. They are also 
important in determining how to encourage and support CPW to continue in the field, by 
supporting improved CPW resilience, and thereby, improved client outcomes.  
Issues in the contemporary child protection context 
Over time considerable critique of child protection systems and services has occurred. 
While recognising both economic and social contributions, there continue to be challenges 
in the delivery of these services. Of the broad range of areas considered in CPW, 
recruitment and retention has commonly been identified as an issue. This is explored 
below.  
 
There has been growth in the healthcare and social assistance sector nationally over 
recent years, making significant economic as well as social contributions [Health and 
Community Services Workforce Council (HCSWC), 2014]. In Queensland this sector is the 
largest employing industry and third highest industry contributor, with rapid growth over the 
last decade (57%) and contributing $20 billion to the state economy in 2013-14 (HCSWC, 
2014, p. 3). As such, the recruitment and retention of staff has benefits, not only though 
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direct services to the clients, and contributions to community support, but also to the 
broader economy.   
 
Child protection services have grown in recent years alongside the healthcare and social 
assistance workforce, with resulting labour and skills shortages (HCSWC, 2013). Similar to 
many other jurisdictions child protection services in Queensland have difficulties in 
recruiting and retaining skilled staff, impacting clients, carer families, and relationships 
across agencies (Flower, MacDonald, & Sumski, 2005; HCSWC, 2013; Lonne, Harries, 
Featherstone & Gray, 2015).  
 
Child protection services are reliant on the individuals who undertake the casework, and 
their relationship with clients, to achieve their objectives (Featherstone, Morris & White, 
2014).  Internationally staff turnover has been the subject of multiple studies with rates 
being noted to be between 11% and 40% and indications of higher rates in some 
jurisdictions (Ellett, 2007; Healy & Oltedal, 2010). A National Institute of Labour Studies 
(NILS) (2010), survey of human services workers in Australia confirmed high turnover 
rates with child protection having a higher rate of turnover than both youth justice and 
disability services, with 27% of CPW having less than one year experience, and 72% less 
than five years of experience (NILS, 2010, p. 3). Consistent with other jurisdictions both 
nationally and internationally, Queensland continues to experience staff turnover with this 
being between 11% and 30% (CPCOI, 2013, p. 320) and indicated to be as high as 42% 
per annum by some (Healy & Oltedal, 2010, p. 257). In Queensland the estimated direct 
organisational cost of turnover has been estimated at $55,000 per CPW (CPCOI, 2013, p. 
342). 
 
In recent years child protection systems, particularly in the western world, have been 
described as increasingly managerialist, being procedural, risk averse, and forensic in 
nature, with a focus on child rescue, and individual blame attributed for system failures 
(Lonne, et al., 2013; Mansell, Ota, Erasmus, & Marks, 2011). The CPCOI similarly 
reflected concerns about child protection in Queensland seeing it as a system in crisis, 
indicating caseloads exceed “a manageable and sustainable level, and lifetime prospects 
for children leaving the care system continue to be poor,” (CPCOI, 2013, p. 4). This 
system is likely to contribute to deterring new recruits and high rates of turnover, with 
factors including workload, lack of support, risk burden of keeping children at home, and a 
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lack of resources to support children and families, affecting CPW satisfaction (HCSWC, 
2013 p. 69; CPCOI 2013; Healy, 2009, p. 301).  
 
In child protection, ongoing concern has also been raised regarding the difficulty and 
complexity inherent in the work, and the resulting impact these challenges have across 
organisations, CPW, and clients. CPW encounter a work environment of inherent 
adversity, including emotional exhaustion resulting in burnout, exposure to distressing and 
traumatic client stories, and direct trauma as a result of threats and violence, with 
subsequent workforce implications (CPCOI, 2013; Cornille & Meyers, 1999; Dollard et al., 
2001; Healy et al., 2009; Lonne et al., 2013; Russ et al., 2009). In addition to negative 
impacts on CPW, staff recruitment and retention are frequently attributed to experiences of 
adversity (Dollard et al., 2001; Gibbs, 2001; Mor Barak et al., 2006; Reagh, 1994; Wagner, 
van Reyk, & Spence, 2001).  
 
A further organisational concern, is the impact reduced CPW functioning and staff turnover 
have on reducing the quality of services, which result in poorer client outcomes, through 
poor or inconsistent practice, and inconsistent or multiple caseworkers (Flower, et al., 
2005). A reduction in client trust and rapport, and delayed case decisions are also 
identified impacts (Westbrook, Ellis & Ellett, 2006, p39). As Kim and Kao note, ‘turnover 
impedes the necessary development of stable relationships with the child,’ (2014, p214). 
 
As most child protection agencies are publically funded, the personal and organisational 
costs of staff turnover, and resultant poor or inconsistent practice, also have a broad 
economic cost. Nationally the expenditure on child protection services in Australia in 2013-
14 was $3.3 billion, with the majority ($2.2 billion) spent on children in out-of-home care 
(Productivity Commission, 2015, p. 13). Where children and families receive poor quality 
services, there are likely to be poorer outcomes, with ongoing costs of children in care 
(Flower et al., 2005). Where stable relationships are impeded, and complex problems are 
not effectively remediated, this also results in poorer long-term social outcomes with 
ongoing personal and social costs (CCPCOI, 2013; Daveney & Spratt, 2009).  
 
Whereas the focus on turnover and the reasons for it has dominated, there is limited focus 
on why CPW stay, and how they minimize or overcome psychological distress and 
maintain effective practice. There has been an increase in research on retention in recent 
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years yet a focus on turnover and burnout continues, and the rigor of some studies has 
been challenged, therefore gaps in understanding remain (Dickinson & Painter, 2009; 
Ellett, 2007; Ellett, Ellett, Ellis & Lerner, 2009). This is demonstrated in Kim and Kao’s 
meta-analysis (2014, p. 216) which identified sixteen studies of CPW intention to leave 
versus six studies of intention to remain employed.  
 
While an examination of reasons for turnover may inform retention strategies, there are 
limitations to this approach. It cannot be assumed the reasons people remain employed as 
CPW are simply opposite to why others leave. Research indicates that not only factors 
such as fit between skills and job expectations, and recognition and reward, but also 
frequency and quality of practice supervision, a supportive team, personal commitment, 
and self-efficacy contribute to retention (Bath, Lloyd, Christ, Chapman & Dickinson 2008; 
Dickinson & Painter 2009; Ellett, 2007; Hussein, Moriarty, Stevens, Sharpe and 
Manthorpe, 2014; Manthorpe, Moriarty, Hussein, Stevens & Sharpe, 2015; Westbrook et 
al., 2006). The weight given to the significance of these factors to retention varies across 
studies.  
 
Consistent with strengths-based approaches, an improved understanding of CPW who 
remain in the field, overcome the inherent adversity and continue to provide quality 
practice, can contribute to strategies for retention and strengthening staff capacity, thereby 
enhancing client outcomes. As noted by Westbrook et al., (2006, p60), there is value in the 
rich insights gained through listening to the voices of the ‘committed survivors’.  
 
Although there have been extensive studies focused on why CPW leave, research seeking 
to explain why and how CPW remain in this context, and function effectively, is limited and 
the need for further research has been highlighted. Additional research in this area may 
assist in informing alternative approaches to effectively support CPW and increase stability 
in the workforce.   
Adversity impacting child protection workers 
Adversity is described as disruptive events or experiences with the potential to negatively 
impact on healthy levels of psychological and physical functioning (Bonanno, 2004, p. 20). 
There are at least four conditions of adversity that research has identified as common 
experiences in child protection work. These are work stress (Dollard et al., 2001; Lonne, 
2003), burnout (Maslach & Leiter, 1997), trauma (Horwitz, 2006) and vicarious 
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traumatisation (Conrad & Kellar-Guenther, 2006; Cornille & Meyers, 1999; Dane, 2000; 
Horwitz, 1998). Work stress and burnout in child protection are well researched, whilst 
vicarious trauma and trauma impacts for CPW are less well understood. Even so, the 
existing research for both child protection and other occupations highlights potential for 
these conditions to have adverse impacts for CPW (Conrad & Kellar-Guenther, 2006; 
Cornille & Meyers, 1999; Dollard et al., 2001; Horwitz, 1998; Lonne, 2003; Sprang, Craig & 
Clark, 2011).  
 
The adversity that CPW encounter in their work, occurs through engagement with children 
and families in times of crisis, and include: workplace stress through workload and 
organisational constraints; emotional exhaustion and burnout due to the emotionally laden 
nature of the work (Stevens & Higgins, 2002); personal trauma through threats, assaults 
and client deaths (Spencer & Munch, 2003; Stanley & Goddard, 2002); and exposure to 
client trauma leading to vicarious traumatisation (Conrad & Kellar-Guenther, 2006; Cornille 
& Meyers, 1999; Dane, 2000; Nelson-Gardell & Harris, 2003; Sprang et al., 2011). This 
context of adversity with multiple high level stressors impacts not only on individuals, but 
also on their organisations. This adverse context reduces an organisations ability to attract 
staff given the undesirable nature of the work, and to retain staff as they avoid or respond 
to these stressors (Healy, 2009; Mor Barak, et al., 2006; Mor Barak, et.al., 2001; Reagh, 
1994, Healy et al., 2009). These impacts flow on to create lower service quality with 
negative consequences for children and families through poor continuity of service, poor 
decision making, lack of timely responses, and inconsistent interventions (Briggs, 
Broadhurst, & Hawkins, 2003; Flower et al., 2005; Horwitz, 1998; Kim & Kao, 2014; 
Stanley & Goddard, 2002; Weaver, Chang, Clark, & Rhee, 2007; Wagner et al., 2001; 
Westbrook, Ellis, & Ellett, 2006).  
 
Of the key factors of adversity in child protection work contexts, work stress and burnout 
have received extensive consideration. Although different conditions both stress and 
burnout are recognised as occurring through a transactional process between the worker 
and the work context (Sulsky & Smith, 2005). While stress occurs through a mismatch 
between individual resources and work pressures (Michie, 2002; Michie & Williams, 2003), 
burnout is a “psychological syndrome of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and 
reduced personal accomplishment in response to chronic interpersonal stressors on the 
job” (Lewandowski, 2003, p. 175). Worker factors influencing stress and burnout outcomes 
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include personality factors, age and experience levels (Schwartz, Tiamiyu, & Dwyer, 
2007). 
 
Organisational factors are acknowledged as contributing to the development, and negative 
impacts, of work stress (Sulsky & Smith, 2005), chronic stress (Sauter & Murphy, 1995) 
and burnout (Lewandowski, 2003; Maslach & Leiter, 1997). Organisational factors are also 
acknowledged as contributors to stress (Dollard, et al., 2001; Forster, 2004) and burnout 
(Schaufeli, Maslach, & Marek, 1993) in CPW. These impacts occur through worker 
interactions with people in physical and psychological pain (Obholzer & Roberts, 1994, p. 
49), dealing with violence, high workloads, limited resources and poor supervision 
(Dollard, et al., 2001, p. 42). Resulting impacts include reduced performance, increased 
absenteeism, mistakes, psychological distress, job dissatisfaction, physical and mental ill 
health, and symptoms of burnout (cynicism, distancing from clients, depression and 
illness), which adversely affect client services (Dollard et al., 2001, p. 13; Schaufeli et al., 
1993). Whilst primarily focused on distress, research has identified a proportion of CPW 
who, though affected by burnout, still experience job satisfaction (Stalker, Mandell, 
Frensch, Harvey, & Wright, 2007).  
 
Vicarious traumatisation results through the worker’s interpersonal interaction with clients, 
being the “impact of empathic engagement with people who have experienced trauma” 
(Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995, p. 279). Similar to burnout, vicarious trauma is recognised 
as commonly impacting CPW (Conrad & Kellar-Guenther, 2006; Cornille & Meyers, 1999; 
Dane, 2000; Dunkley & Whelan, 2006). As a more recent field, there are gaps in research 
(Arnold, Calhoun, Tedeschi, & Cann, 2005; Dunkley & Whelan, 2006), and debate 
surrounds the distinctions and linkages between vicarious trauma and the concepts of 
secondary trauma (Dunkley & Whelan, 2006) and compassion fatigue (Figley, 1995). 
These terms are often used interchangeably though the focus varies. Secondary 
Traumatic Stress describes an individual psychological condition (Figley, 1995).  Vicarious 
trauma uses Constructivist Self-Development Theory (CSDT) to understand the process of 
the interaction between the person, the client, trauma material, and the context, and how 
this contributes to the impact of trauma work on individual schema (Dunkley & Whelan, 
2006; Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995; Rothschild & Rand, 2006). As such both individual and 
contextual issues are considered as influencing the impact of client trauma on the 
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individual; this includes length of experience of the CPW and available support (Cornille & 
Meyers, 1999; Dunkley & Whelan, 2006; Canfield, 2005).  
 
Despite the debate in relation to the concepts of vicarious trauma and secondary trauma 
there is agreement that individuals who work with traumatised people can suffer similar 
psychological and emotional distress to their clients (Cunningham, 2003), with symptoms 
similar to Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).  Research indicates high rates of 
vicarious trauma in CPW with studies indicating between 30% - 50% of CPW have 
significant levels of symptoms of vicarious trauma (Bell, 2003; Conrad & Kellar-Guenther, 
2006; Cornille & Meyers, 1999). It is understood that trauma work with the greatest impact 
on workers, involves children and situations where the worker has a sense of contributing 
to the trauma (Horwitz, 1998; Lerias & Byrne, 2003); both are consistent elements in child 
protection.   
 
Whilst vicarious trauma is a contributor of distress in child protection, CPW also face direct 
trauma, described as “any event outside the usual realm of human experience that is 
markedly distressing” (Mitchell & Everly, 2001, p. 51). Although primarily considered a 
client issue, CPW experience potential trauma through exposure to client aggression such 
as threats, assaults and intervention in traumatic incidents (e.g., client self-harm, client 
deaths) and may experience these traumatic incidents on multiple occasions during their 
career (Littlechild, 2005; Rothschild & Rand, 2006; Smith, Nursten & McMahon, 2004; 
Stanley & Goddard, 2002). These traumatic experiences have the potential to cause high 
levels of traumatisation and psychological distress for the worker (Lam, 2002; Miner-
Rubino & Cortina, 2004; Schouten, Callahan, & Bryant, 2004). Similar to stress, trauma 
affects individuals differently given differing perceptions and interpretations of the 
incident/s (Mitchell & Everly, 2001). Trauma consequences include clinical symptoms of 
critical incident stress and PTSD. Where the impacts of direct trauma are combined with 
similar symptoms of vicarious trauma, or where there is exposure to multiple events there 
is a heightened potential that the worker’s capacity to continue their work will decrease 
(Cunningham, 2003; Stanley & Goddard, 2002), yet this has received little consideration. 
  
As indicated, it is possible for CPW to experience single adverse events or a combination 
of these, indicating a high potential for negative personal and organisational impacts, and 
the flow on of negative effects for clients. There has been little consideration of the 
17 
 
cumulative effects from multiple adverse experiences or how these are managed in work 
contexts. Even so, emerging research indicates that not all workers succumb to the 
negative impacts of adversity. 
  
There are a range of adversities faced by CPW with resultant negative impacts on workers 
identified, as demonstrated through research in relation to stress, burnout, vicarious 
trauma, and trauma. These negative impacts have also been identified to effect clients and 
organisations. Whilst adverse experiences are common for CPW, there are many who 
gain satisfaction from the work and remain committed to working in this field. Although 
there is a growing body of research on retention, to date most research on the impacts of 
child protection work on staff have focused on conditions of adversity, been quantitative in 
nature, deficit-based, and developed from the perspective of psychopathology, (Adams, 
Boscarino, & Figley, 2006; Dunkley & Whelan, 2006; Linley & Joseph, 2005). Therefore an 
increased understanding of the experiences CPW not subject to symptoms of 
psychopathology and who remain committed to child protection work is warranted 
(Lonergan, O'Halloran, & Crane, 2004; Westbrook et al., 2006).  
Resilience theory 
Although trauma and other stressors have been identified as negatively affecting a portion 
of individuals, positive psychology approaches have led to increasing consideration of 
individuals who manage, or overcome adversity, avoid negative impacts, and identify 
benefits resulting from adverse experiences. Researchers have recently considered those 
who manage or overcome adversity, in studies on resilience and adversarial growth. As an 
emerging field, there is an increasing understanding of these experiences, how they occur, 
though both resilience and adversarial growth are challenged on the basis of varying 
definitions, rigour of the research, measurement, and validity (Luthar, Cicchetti, & Becker, 
2000a; Smith & Cook, 2004; von Eye, 2000; Wright et al., 2012).  
 
Resilience is a term increasingly used in both professional and lay circles. Resilience 
theory is seen by some to be the drawing together of multiple ideas, as such definitions 
vary and debate on resilience continues to identify this lack of clarity (Wright et al., 2012, 
p. 46). It is suggested by some resilience is focused on “the ability to maintain relatively 
stable, healthy levels of psychological and physical functioning," or equilibrium, in the face 
of adversity (Bonanno, 2004, p. 20). Others suggest the concept relates to positive 
adaptation in the context of adversity (Luther et al., 2000a) which would suggest, resilience 
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may not preclude initial distress and have links to adversarial growth. Not only is resilience 
a concept where definitions are inconsistent, but concerns regarding the scientific validity 
of this concept continue (Luthar et al., 2000a). Individual studies on resilience do not use a 
common definition, often do not define resilience, or use definitions based on factors or 
qualities relevant to the particular research (Collishaw et al., 2007; Jaffee, Capsi, Moffitt, 
Polo-Tomas, & Taylor, 2007). Resilience research has also been subject to criticism due to 
a lack of cultural sensitivity and not considering the subject populations understanding of 
resilience (Mohaupt, 2008, p. 65). Accordingly, results vary. 
 
Resilience research emerged through the field of child development (Rickwood, Roberts, 
Batten, Marshall, & Massie, 2004). This research has developed from initial concepts 
based on personality factors (such as optimism, hardiness and adaptability) (Bonanno, 
2004; Luthar et al., 2000a; Robinson, 2000), and expanded to consider contextual 
influences (such as the availability of social support) (Collishaw, 2007; Greene & Conrad, 
2002). More recently research has also examined the significance of processes such as 
interactions between the individual and their context (Hart, Blincow, & Thomas, 2007; 
Jaffee et al., 2007). While Bonanno (2004), considered resilience in adult contexts, the 
primary focus was on grief situations, with the transferability to work contexts receiving 
minimal attention. It is argued that protective factors for resilience in children, also apply 
for adults, and implementing protective strategies that minimize or counter risk, should 
lead to resilience (Bonanno, 2004; Bonanno, 2005). Yet the sufficiency of  protective 
strategies countering risk, is challenged on the basis this misses possible contributors to 
resilience (Linley & Joseph, 2005) and the efficacy of recommended strategies for 
reducing vicarious trauma is limited (Bober & Regehr, 2006).  When considered as a 
process involving interaction and adaptation, it has also been identified that resilience is 
not a static state, but may change over time, increasing and decreasing with exposure to 
adversity, protective influences, and contextual influences (Hart et. al 2007; Jaffee et al. 
2007; Mohaupt, 2008).  
 
Theories of resilience have application across individuals, organisations and communities, 
with an increasing focus on resilience in organisational contexts (Kantur & Iseri-Say, 
2012). Where resilience in work contexts is considered it often focuses on promotion of 
individual traits and approaches to work and does not consider this in contexts of high 
levels of adversity (Maddi & Khoshaba, 2005). Considerations of organisational resilience 
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suggest a capacity for positive adjustment and strengthening of organisational systems, in 
the face of crisis (Powley, 2009, p. 1321). Broader applications of resilience, such as 
community resilience following disasters, have noted benefits such as reduced impacts 
and improved timeframes for returning to more effective ways of functioning (McMahon, 
2013; Lawrence, 2013).  This would indicate that further research is required to 
understand how individuals overcome adversity, to develop and maintain resilience in work 
contexts of high inherent adversity. The need for further research is also indicated to 
inform how organisations can promote and enhance resilience in the workplace, with 
possible implications for resilience at an organisational level. 
 
The relevance of coping to resilience, and the differences between this and resilience, are 
considered in theoretical discussions, with the value of resilience questioned when it is not 
differentiated from coping. While coping may be relevant to the development of resilience, 
it is argued there are identifiable differences. Coping is described in terms of the efforts a 
person makes to manage, control or avoid demands on their resources that are stressful 
or taxing, (Devereux, Hastings, Noone, Firth, & Totsika, 2009; Sulsky & Smith, 2005). 
These efforts usually involve the application of particular strategies acting as a ‘mediator of 
the emotional outcome of a stressful encounter,’ (Devereux et al., 2009, p. 368). In 
contrast resilience is focused on healthy and effective functioning, through withstanding, 
adapting to, and rebounding in the face of adverse conditions (Bonanno, 2004; Greene, 
2002b).  As Davidson (2008, p. 115), argues, "Resilience allows individuals to effectively 
negotiate risks and adverse conditions rather than eliminate or avoid them." As resilience 
is based in positive psychology it is viewed as a positive response to adversity. Coping on 
the other hand can be either positive or negative such as denial of the stressor (Coutu, 
2003 p. 8). While it is suggested that coping strategies assist in the development of 
resilience, current theories indicate they are not one and the same.  
 
It is postulated that resilience, rather than distress and pathology, is the norm (Bonanno, 
2004; Hart et al., 2007). While risk factors of distress are relatively well understood, and 
there is increasing understanding regarding the factors that contribute to resilience, the 
processes and experiences that support resilience are unclear. Debate continues 
regarding contributions of factors of personality (such as hardiness, optimism, and 
adaptability) (Bonnano, 2004; Luthar et al., 2000a; Robinson, 2000) and contextual 
influences (such as social support) (Long & Kahn, 1993; Banonno, 2004; Collins, 2007; 
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DuMont, Widom, & Czaja, 2007), or the significance of the process of interactions between 
the individual and their context (Jaffee et al., 2007; Lemay & Ghazal, 2001). Ongoing 
debate on the nature and processes of resilience, and the inability to easily measure it 
(Mohaupt, 2008) suggests further research is required to enhance current understandings 
of resilience.  
 
Research regarding resilience focuses on responses to experiences which are seen as 
adverse, including extreme disadvantage, grief and trauma. Whilst adverse experiences of 
CPW have primarily been considered from a deficit approach, some researchers have 
recognised the potential for resilience in CPW and other social workers (Adamson, 
Beddoe & Davys, 2009; Collins, 2007). Figley (2002) discusses the potential for 
compassion satisfaction, with this described as a sense of getting pleasure from helping 
others, and making a positive contribution to society (Osofsky, Putnam, & Lederman, 
2008, p. 95), and Bell (2003, p. 514) argues that a strengths perspective can inform 
personal and organisational strategies and resources that support resilience. Even so, the 
predominant research on vicarious traumatisation and burnout considers prevention 
through use of organisational and personal strategies that buffer factors contributing to 
distress, rather than also considering how individuals manage, overcome and benefit from 
adverse experiences (Bell, Kulkarni, & Dalton, 2003; Gibbs, 2001). This deficit model 
neglects the possibility of broader influences on the development of resilience, outside of 
the minimisation of the direct contributors to distress. As Linley and Joseph (2005, p. 263), 
argue, variables that are protective against distress “do not automatically promote 
resilience and adversarial growth" indicating a need for further exploration of contributors 
to resilience.  
 
Adversarial growth expands the concept of posttraumatic growth. Adversarial growth is 
defined as “growth and positive change, that is, a shift toward more optimal functioning as 
a result of the adverse experience” (Linley & Joseph, 2005, p. 263). This concept 
considers individuals who identify benefits as a result of a range of adverse experiences, 
and stressful life events, often expressed in relation to personal growth which, it is argued 
is common (Arnold et al., 2005). This suggests adversarial growth may be an element of 
the positive adaption that occurs in resilience. Arnold et al., (2005) discusses the 
perceptions of growth in relation to vicarious trauma experienced by counsellors 
supporting trauma victims. This study indicated all participants reported personal growth. 
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Although one of very few studies this provides some insights to the potential for positive 
outcomes from adverse experiences in child protection work, indicative of resilience.  
 
Along with the limited consideration of trauma experiences in the human services work 
context, there is limited consideration of positive outcomes such as resilience and 
adversarial growth (Arnold et al., 2005; Bell, 2003). Although vicarious trauma is a 
distress-focused concept, Constructivist Self Development Theory recognises potential for 
differing individual reactions to working with traumatised individuals, raising the possibility 
of positive, rather than negative consequences for some CPW (Arnold et al., 2005; 
Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995). This suggests CPW may experience child protection work 
as satisfying and rewarding, and experience personal and professional growth, and 
resilience (Zimering, Munroe, & Gulliver, 2003). 
 
Whilst both adversarial growth and resilience refer to reactions to trauma, resilience may 
be applied where there is limited impact and normal functioning, while resilience and 
adversarial growth are generally based on the premise of initial distress, subsequently 
resulting in positive outcomes (Bonanno, 2005). This would assume resilience is linked to 
or includes growth yet some research discusses positive emotion following traumatic 
events (Bonanno, 2004) without clarity of the basis for this. 
 
Current psychologically-based research is primarily focused on the individual. Trauma 
research, although recognising influences of context and perception is, in the main, 
focused on individuals.  Stress and burnout research has increasingly recognised the 
significance of organisational contexts in creating or reducing risk and supporting coping 
strategies of workers. CSDT acknowledges the construction of meaning, which occurs 
within the individual’s social and cultural context, and is influenced by their experiences. 
The use of CSDT and resilience frameworks supports a broader conceptualisation of the 
interaction between the individual and their social, cultural and organisational context as 
potentially influencing the development of resilience. While difficult to measure empirically, 
CSDT and resilience frameworks provide a framework for exploring the processes, 
strategies, contextual factors, understandings, and perceptions of CPW, that contribute to, 
and enhance, the development of resilience in CPW.  
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Notwithstanding critiques of strengths perspectives and resilience theory (Gray, 2011; 
Healy, 2005), common definitions include the ability to manage, adapt to, and overcome 
adversity (Greene, 2002b), providing a framework to consider how CPW overcome, rather 
than succumb to, the adversity inherent in their work.  Applicability to organisations adds 
value to consideration of resilience in addressing workforce turnover.  Understanding CPW 
resilience may also inform approaches to enhancing capacity, capability and effectiveness, 
not only benefiting child protection organisations, but more importantly the clients they 
support. 
Contextual considerations for adversity and resilience in child protection 
workers 
Research calls attention to the important influence of both personal and situational context 
on the development of dysfunction or resilience. Contextual elements are noted in 
discussions of burnout, where the contribution of organisational factors are identified, and 
resilience, where the role of social support within the individual’s environment is 
recognised. As argued by Ungar (2012, p. 387), “protective processes that function well 
under adversity are often unique responses to one particular stressful context.” 
 
As context is an important influence, aspects of context relevant to CPW have been 
considered, with indications the experiences of CPW in rural and remote locations, and 
those from indigenous cultures, are potentially different to those in urban areas, and non-
indigenous cultures. Culture may influence levels of social inclusion, or exclusion, and 
hence perceptions of social support and well-being (Findler, Wind & Mor Barak, 2007). 
Equally, research indicates there are additional complexities and burdens in rural contexts, 
and communities with high socio-economic disadvantage. These additional complexities 
have been identified as contributing to higher attrition rates in rural areas (Mendes & 
Binns, 2013). Rural areas present additional risks and challenges through community 
context, community-worker interface and limited access to support (Cheers, Darracott, & 
Lonne, 2007; Meldrum, King, & Spooner, 2002, p. 97), which may impact on experiences 
of adversity and the development of resilience for CPW.  
 
A further context considered in research is the level of experience of practitioners. 
Research suggests that novice and expert practitioners vary in their understanding and 
decision making capacity, given the nuances in any work situation (Benner, 2001). 
Similarly there are indications of higher rates of turnover for younger workers and those in 
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their first two years of child protection practice (Dickinson & Painter, 2009). Research on 
stress, burnout and vicarious trauma also discusses the relevance of age and experience. 
Schwartz et al., (2007) discusses the impact of age and experience on burnout in social 
workers, finding burnout declines in some settings, but not others, with increased 
experience. Vicarious trauma studies have also considered age and experience, but differ 
in their findings of whether novice or experienced workers are more at risk (Lerias & 
Byrne, 2003; Bride, 2004). Whilst there is debate about the correlation between worker 
experience levels and the impact of adversity, given the identification of age and 
experience as an influencing factor of distress and resilience, this is an important 
consideration.  
 
All these contextual factors interact with individual traits through a transactional process 
whereby the individual interprets, makes sense of and responds to these situations 
contributing to the outcome of dysfunction or resilience.  
Summary 
Although concepts of adversity affecting CPW are individually well understood, the 
consequences of multiple experiences of adversity are less clear with limitations in current 
research. Recent research on resilience and adversarial growth provides an alternative 
framework to consider reactions to adversity and challenges the predominant 
psychopathology-based models. However, the concept of resilience lacks clarity and 
continues to be debated. Further research recognising the experiences of distress and 
resilience of CPW in Australia would contribute to the current body of knowledge. Given 
the increasing awareness of stress consequences on capacity, satisfaction, and retention 
of CPW, and client outcomes, there is significant value in increasing current 
understandings of worker resilience in child protection contexts to enhance worker 
wellbeing, inform future workplace retention strategies, and improve client outcomes.  
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Chapter 3: Conceptual framework 
 
A focus on those who effectively adapt to the complex and challenging context of child 
protection work, sits well within theories that are strengths-based. Resilience provides a 
strengths-based theoretical model to consider how CPW overcome the adversity faced, 
without succumbing to the psychopathology commonly indicated as resulting from this 
work.   
 
This study is informed by understandings of resilience and the context of child protection. 
The interactions between CPW and their context are likely to impact on them, their 
resilience, and their intention to remain working in the field. Given the literature that has 
informed this study, a process view of resilience which acknowledges the likely impact of 
the context on CPW is postulated. The conceptual frame (Figure 1) reflects the influences 
on CPW, and resulting pathways for individuals who enter the child protection workforce, 
suggested by the literature.  
 
The conceptual framework for this research considers the dynamic process of interaction 
between the CPW, and the context in which they work and their understanding of this 
(Hart, et. al 2007; Jaffee et al. 2007; Mohaupt, 2008). The framework looks to this dynamic 
process of interactions over time, with experiences which may be adverse or positive, to 
create resultant consequences for CPW and the organisation through turnover. As child 
protection work exposes CPW to a range of adverse and positive experiences over time, 
this requires a process of adjustment to manage the stressors and trauma inherent in the 
work, and utilise the positive influences. Whilst these adverse experiences have the 
potential to cause substantial distress this may be balanced, or overcome by protective or 
supportive influences, and how these are perceived and responded to by the individual. 
The personal and organisational context may also influence how the CPW experiences 
and perceives both adverse, and supportive, occurrences, and how these translate in 
CPW functioning in the workplace. Research demonstrates the impacts of these influences 
may be distress and dysfunction, coping, or resilience with resulting consequences for 
turnover or retention, which have subsequent implications for client outcomes.  
 
 
25 
 
 
 
 
While identifying multiple pathways, this study is focused on the development and 
maintenance of resilience of CPW, in a context of adversity, rather than considering the 
possible distress or dysfunction. The study is also limited to understanding what influences 
resilience, rather than an exploration of intention to remain employed, or leave. Therefore 
the focus is on the first part of the framework, and the pathway to resilience. While distress 
and coping may occur in response to adversity, these concepts are not a focus of this 
study as they have been the subject of extensive research.  This focus, within the 
conceptual frame of CPW pathways is reflected in Figure 2. In considering resilience, 
given it occurs through adversity, there is a need to explore understandings and 
experiences where resilience is more difficult, or not achieved. Similarly, understanding 
resilience in relation to coping, and how it may be perceived as similar, or different to, 
coping is also relevant. As these areas are not of primary interest of this study, they will be 
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considered in the context of the development and maintenance of resilience, to build a 
more in-depth understanding of resilience.  
 
 
 
The literature and the influences postulated to support pathways for resilience, as per the 
conceptual framework, have been informed by conceptual elements related to: strengths 
perspectives; types of adversity in child protection; protective factors and risks to 
resilience; and concepts that inform appropriate methodological approaches to consider a 
process view of resilience. These are discussed below.  
 
Constructivist approach 
In considering the process pathways of CPW within the child protection context, and 
through their experiences, a range of theoretical concepts have informed the development 
of the study. A constructivist epistemology, based on the construction of meaning by 
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people through their experiences, within their social context (Crotty, 1998), is consistent 
with CSDT and resilience theories, which focus on dynamic interactions between the 
worker, the context, and how they experience and understand this.   
 
CSDT recognises the interaction between individuals and their context which can influence 
resilience. CSDT, central to vicarious trauma, describes the negative changes to schema, 
through individual adaptations to trauma as interactions between the individual’s 
personality, the client’s trauma experience, and the social and cultural context (Pearlman 
& Mac Ian, 1995). Although research has focused on adverse impacts, CSDT provides a 
framework for consideration of not only negative, but also positive changes in schema. 
Resilience frameworks also suggest that the majority of workers are resilient, and can 
experience the work positively. Researchers propose that enhanced coping and resilience 
relies on the elimination or buffering of risk factors known to contribute to distress 
(Bonanno, 2004). However, this narrow viewpoint does not consider other processes that 
may support the development of resilience (Linley & Joseph, 2004). Strength-based 
approaches can inform the examination of CPW experiences and understanding of 
resilience, and their ability to maintain, or achieve positive shifts in schema, to maintain 
resilience.  
Strengths perspective 
The concept of resilience has been developed though considering the ability to maintain 
effective functioning, rather than focusing on dysfunction. Many consider resilience as the 
normal response to adversity for most individuals (Bonanno, 2004; Collins, 2007; Jaffee et 
al., 2007; Luthar et al., 2000a). As indicated by this focus on positive outcomes resilience 
is positioned within positive psychology, and is informed by strengths perspectives 
(Greene, 2002a).  Similar to positive psychology, the use of strengths-based perspectives 
is common in social work, and recognises the potential for resilience (Grant & Cadell, 
2009; Gray, 2011; Oko, 2006; Scerra, 2012). As this study is being undertaken through a 
social work lens, with participants drawn from human services, and seeks to consider 
CPW from an alternative viewpoint to traditional deficit approaches, it is appropriate to 
consider the relevance of strengths perspectives in developing an understanding of 
resilience (Collins, 2007, 2008; Scerra, 2012).  
 
Strengths perspectives recognise “the resilience of individuals and focuses on the 
potentials, strengths, interests, abilities, knowledge, and capabilities rather than their 
28 
 
limits” (Scerra, 2012, p. 44). Informed by strengths perspectives, positive psychology has 
gained popularity in recent years, with an increasing consideration of the promotion of 
well-being, in contrast to the predominant focus on dysfunction. Positive psychology has 
primarily focused on the individual, while strengths-based approaches have been applied 
to a broad range of contexts, including groups, organisations and communities (Gray, 
2011; Scerra, 2012).  
 
In the context of child protection, strengths perspectives and strengths-based approaches, 
focused on the achievement of positive or beneficial psychological and social outcomes, 
provide an alternative way to consider the prevention of dysfunction and increased well-
being. Concepts that have emerged from reconceptualising outcomes of adverse 
situations through strengths perspectives, such as posttraumatic growth, and compassion 
satisfaction, have added to understandings of trauma and burnout, as evidenced in 
research on areas such as posttraumatic growth (Prati & Pietrantoni, 2009).  
 
The exploration of resilience through the insights, knowledge and capabilities of those who 
identify as resilient, is likely to enhance the understanding of the adversities which CPW 
face, and how to support CPW to reduce or overcome the impacts of these. Based on the 
potential for increased understanding, strengths-based approaches are used to consider 
the experiences of CPW and identify their strengths, abilities, knowledge, and capabilities, 
in contrast to the predominant focus on dysfunction. To achieve this, the study seeks to 
learn from those CPW who identify as resilient, and are successful in overcoming the 
adversity they experience.  
Resilience and risk 
Research on CPW indicates a range of issues in the work that contribute a high risk of 
distress and dysfunction (Russ, et al., 2009). It is postulated that “an integration of a 
variety of variables is required, to better explain why some people become traumatized, 
and others under the same conditions do not” (Lerias & Byrne, 2003, p. 136). Additionally, 
it is argued that commonly recommended self-care strategies, such as exercise, diet and 
relaxation, do not in fact buffer the symptoms of distress, or promote resilience (Bober & 
Regehr, 2006). This ongoing debate supports the need for further research on the 
development of resilience, with an attention to positive adaptation and effective 
functioning, rather than just avoidance of distress (Luthar et al., 2000b).  
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Recent developments in the understanding of resilience have focused on resilience as a 
process and a non-static state, rather than individual traits (Hart et al., 2007; Jaffee et al., 
2007). This study is informed by this view of resilience. A process understanding rather 
than a concentration on personal factors, or personality traits, that contribute to resilience 
or buffer against adversity, will assist to develop a greater understanding of how 
individuals can be supported to develop and maintain resilience, and their experiences of 
this. This process understanding is captured in the conceptual framework for the study. 
This also informed the study approach indicating a need to consider the process of 
resilience, as it occurs over time and across multiple experiences.  
 
As practitioners engage in child protection work, many learn to adapt and respond 
effectively to the work stress, and trauma, meet the demands of the organisation and 
clients, and gain rewards and satisfaction. To manage potential adverse effects, 
organisational and individual factors, and how these are experienced, are potentially 
significant as protective influences. These influences can include personality factors, social 
support, supervision, education, and workload management. Yet there continues to be 
gaps in the understanding of protective influences, and how they operate to support the 
process of developing resilience. As child protection work entails substantial adversity, 
examination of resilience through exploring CPW experiences, both positive and negative, 
that influence resilience, and how resilience occurs over time, are considered in this 
research. 
Adversity 
The concept of resilience is integrally linked to that of adversity. Resilience is defined in 
relation to adversity therefore, resilience is seen not to exist without circumstances, 
experiences, or contexts, that are adverse (Bonanno, 2004; Greene, 2002a; Luthar et al., 
2000a). While this study is focused on resilience, the context of adversity and the types of 
adversity inherent in child protection, inform the conceptual framework, and the 
approaches to the exploration of resilience, in this context.   
 
The four types of adversity commonly identified in the child protection context are, stress, 
burnout, trauma, and vicarious trauma (Russ et al., 2009). Therefore these concepts and 
their theoretical underpinnings have been drawn on, to inform the development of this 
study. In particular, constructivist theories that inform understandings of trauma and 
30 
 
vicarious trauma are relevant to the development of an understanding of resilience in 
CPW. 
 
While all these types of adversity have a potential to impact negatively on individuals, 
research also indicates a potential for positive outcomes. For example if stress can be 
experienced positively as eustress this may increase motivation (Hargrove, Nelson, & 
Cooper 2013; Le Fevre, Matheny, & Kolt, 2003) and contribute to resilience. Extensive 
research on burnout suggests the three elements of burnout may not occur consistently or 
concurrently, in that people may experience emotional exhaustion, and job satisfaction, at 
the same time (Stalker et al., 2007). Similarly research indicates both trauma and vicarious 
trauma may lead to personal growth experiences through posttraumatic growth (Tedeschi 
& Calhoun, 1996; Tedeschi & Kilmer, 2005). The identification of the potential for positive 
impacts, and resilience, resulting from adversity is also indicated in relation to a broad 
range of adverse circumstances (Arnold et al., 2005; Ungar, 2013). As a context 
recognised as involving substantial adversity, and noting potential benefits to individuals 
and organisations in reducing the impacts of this adversity, the examination of the 
development of resilience in this context is likely to be beneficial. The concepts and 
literature related to the specific adversities of child protection work, such as constructivist 
approaches underpinning understandings of vicarious trauma, have informed the 
development of this study as reflected in the conceptual framework.  
Reflective approaches 
In exploring people’s understandings, experiences and the process of developing 
resilience or distress, reflective approaches (Schon, 2003; Fook, 1996) fit well. Reflective 
research is consistent with a constructivist and humanistic approach, supporting 
exploration of personal experience, through recognising ‘people in situation,’ and the 
emotional, and subjective aspects, of human experience (Fook, 1996, p. 198). Given this 
study focuses on understandings and experiences of CPW, including the emotional and 
psychological impact of these experiences, a reflective approach to the research is likely to 
be beneficial. Reflective approaches allow participants to explore their experience through 
a process which recognises context and emotion. As indicated by Fook (1996, p. xiiii), “it is 
important to draw theories directly out of people’s practice experience, and that one way 
this can be done, is through reflection on experience.” Seeking an alternative to the 
predominant quantitative, deficit focused research, a reflective approach “opens the way 
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for alternative paradigms to develop which might be more congruent with the actual 
experience” of workers (Fook, 1996, pxiiii). 
 
The present study therefore seeks to gain insight and understanding of the experiences of 
resilience of CPW. This study will examine CPW understandings and experiences of 
resilience, what contributes to their resilience, and how resilience is achieved and 
maintained. This will be achieved through the use of reflective processes, to explore how 
CPW manage the common, and frequent, adverse experiences that occur in the work 
context, and how the work context impacts on this.  
Capturing diverse experiences 
As this study seeks to explore the process of developing resilience as a CPW it is 
important to consider how this is influenced over time and across experiences and 
contexts. As contextual factors are important, these have also been considered in the 
design of this study. As levels of experience are a key contextual consideration, the 
developmental continuum from novice to expert, provides a platform for considering this 
(Benner, 2001; Fook, 1996). The recognition of perceptions of competence of both the 
individual and others may impact on social support in the workplace which is relevant to 
distress and resilience (Bride, 2004; Lerias & Byrne, 2003; Rutter, 1987). Benner (2001) 
describes the influence of the limited experience, understanding of complex situations, and 
knowledge base of a novice, suggesting they have a less flexible approach, and less 
ability to deal with the nuances within the work. As such consideration is given to how 
levels of experience and competence may impact on experiences of resilience.  
 
The experiences of social workers and CPW also differ across rural and metropolitan 
contexts (Cheers, et al., 2007; Strolin-Goltzman, Auerbach, McGowan, & McCarthy, 2008; 
Meldrum et al., 2002).  Research suggests there are increased challenges in the social 
issues faced, and fewer resources to respond, in rural areas impacting on the experiences 
of workers (Cheers, et al., 2007). These factors may contribute to a higher risk of distress 
(Meldrum et al., 2002, p. 97). Given the potential influence of these contextual elements, 
the study methodology seeks to capture a diversity of experiences.   
 
The conceptual considerations outlined above informed both the conceptual frame and the 
approach to this study.   
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Developing the study 
 
As discussed a number of concepts have informed the development of this study, which 
seeks to explore resilience of CPW, through developing an understanding of their 
experiences and perceptions. As strength perspectives underpin theories of resilience, this 
study has drawn on strengths perspectives to focus on the development and maintenance 
of resilience, and it looks to those who present as resilient.   
 
The specific adversities relevant to child protection work, and the theories which inform 
them, also provide a basis for the consideration of the resilience of workers in this field. In 
particular, constructivist approaches are of value. Constructivist theory with a focus on the 
making of meaning, informs the development of methods that capture experiences and 
perceptions of individuals, as they relate to resilience. In considering appropriate 
methodology to explore the experiences of individuals, and the meaning they make from 
them to develop resilience, a reflective approach is appropriate. A reflective approach is 
also consistent with strengths approaches, which look to the knowledge and insights of 
individuals.  
 
The methodological approach has been informed by these concepts and the study focus. 
In looking to understand the process of resilience through exploring the experiences and 
meaning making of CPW a qualitative, longitudinal approach to the research was identified 
as most appropriate. This methodology and the application of the conceptual basis in the 
research approach are outlined in Chapter 4.  
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Chapter 4: Methodology 
 
This study of resilience in CPW seeks to explore the development and maintenance of 
resilience, through exploration of their understandings and experiences. An improved 
understanding of CPW resilience will contribute to knowledge that supports effective 
management of the stressors of this work, and reduced turnover. The key questions for 
consideration being: 
1. How do CPW who display signs of resilience understand and experience resilience in 
themselves and their work context? 
2. What do CPW perceive as affecting the development and maintenance of resilience in 
CPW?  
3. What can be done to promote and support the development of a resilient child 
protection workforce?  
 
To address these questions the study used a qualitative, longitudinal approach to explore 
CPW perceptions of, and experiences in, the development and maintenance of resilience. 
This chapter outlines: the research design; sample description and sampling approach; 
participant recruitment; data collection approach and process; and data analysis approach 
and process.  
Research design 
This study sought to gain insight into CPW experiences of the process of developing and 
maintaining resilience. The study took a constructivist approach, using qualitative, 
longitudinal, and reflective research methods (Rosen & Keating, 1991; Spivey, 1997; 
Schon, 2003). As Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996, p. 16), argue, qualitative research on 
resilience and growth can, “provide rich descriptive detail, and deep understanding, of 
individuals who have faced major life crises that are not possible with quantitative 
strategies.” Similarly, Davison (2008, p. 116), indicates this approach to examining 
resilience is “well suited to investigate chains of events, or factors and processes, that 
protect over time, rather than static variables, as well as exploring in-depth the underlying 
mechanisms.”  A deeper understanding is important, given the emerging nature of 
resilience concepts, particularly as they relate to work contexts. In the complex 
environment of child protection, there is benefit in developing a deeper understanding of 
the resilience process, and the many likely influences on resilience.   
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To achieve rich descriptive detail, and deeper understanding, and capture insight into the 
process of developing resilience, in a work context of exposure to multiple adverse 
experiences, this study was longitudinal, utilising a reflective research approach. To allow 
consideration of a process-based model of resilience, data was collected over time and 
across experiences. Multiple data sources allow greater insight into CPW experiences. 
Although all data collected for this study relied on self-reports, this was able to be checked 
across time and events, across data sources from two interviews, thereby increasing 
reliability and validity (Neuman, 2006).  
 
A longitudinal approach was taken, as both distress and resilience, occur through a 
developmental process, over time (Hart et al., 2007; Jaffee, et al., 2007). Additionally, 
longitudinal methodology was appropriate, given the nature of stress (Sauter & Murphy, 
1995). It is increasingly recognised that resilience is not a static state, but may change 
based on people’s experiences, perceptions and supports (Hart et al., 2007; Jaffee et al., 
2007). As individual exposure to, and experiences of, adversity differ across individuals, 
contexts and time, the data collection process needed to capture various experiences, as 
they occurred, and as they changed over time, further supporting the value of a 
longitudinal design using multiple data sets. 
 
This study was informed by constructivist epistemology with findings based on the 
construction of meaning by people through their experiences, within their social context 
(Crotty, 1998). This is consistent with CSDT, which informs the understanding of vicarious 
trauma (Pearlman, & Saakvitne 1995; Pearlman & Mac Ian, 1995), and resilience theories, 
which focus on dynamic interactions between the worker, and the context, and how 
individuals experience and understand this (Hart et. al 2007; Jaffee et al. 2007; Mohaupt, 
2008).   
 
The research methodology also supported a reflexive approach. This approach was 
required given the role of the researcher in the target organisation, the qualitative research 
design, and the subjective nature of the research. This was achieved through a range of 
strategies. These strategies included: the use of a consultant group in the development, 
data collection and analysis phases of the research; checking understanding with 
participants through the interview process, and clarification of key areas in interview two; 
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coding review by research supervisors, particularly in the development of early coding; and 
a process of data checking and review by the researcher during analysis. 
 
Peer debriefing (Rubin & Babbie, 2008) was used to increase the credibility and 
trustworthiness of the research and support reflexivity. This occurred through a consultant 
group which consisted of child protection practitioners with extensive child protection 
experience, in addition to having conducted individual research, or undertaken particular 
work roles relevant to this study, such as staff support. They informed the development of 
interview guides and data analysis.  
Ethics  
Ethics approval was granted through the Ethics Committee, School of Social Work and 
Human Services, at the University of Queensland (SWAHS2010.2). Research approval 
was also granted by DCCSDS to conduct the study through interviewing frontline CPW. 
This approval was also considered in the ethics review. On the basis of the ethics approval 
participation in the study was voluntary, with participants able to withdraw at any point in 
the study. To support participant confidentiality participants were provided with information 
to indicate their interest and negotiated engagement directly with the researcher, and 
interviews were held at a location chosen by the participant.  
 
Whilst the focus of the study was on resilience there was a potential for discussion to 
include experiences of adversity. Therefore provisions were made for participants to 
access appropriate psychological support if required.   
 
As an insider researcher, steps were taken to ensure a separation of researcher and 
DSSCDS staff member roles. Information kits clearly outlined the research was being 
undertaken through the university. During the proposal development and data collection, 
the researcher held a strategic policy role and held no operational responsibilities. In 
addition to ensuring clear information was provided to participants, the use of peer 
consultation in the development of the process supported the consideration of bias. There 
was a conscious approach to maintaining continual vigilance during interviews, so that 
researcher views were not expressed, and did not influence participant responses. The 
use of the interview guide and open questioning approach supported this. There was an 
advantage in participants being aware the researcher had child protection experience, in 
36 
 
that there was an understanding of the organisational and practice context, and 
participants were comfortable to discuss adverse experiences.   
Participants and recruitment 
This section outlines the criteria and sampling structure used to determine suitable 
participants, and the process used to recruit a participant group that would contribute to an 
exploration of the research questions.  
Selection criteria 
This study focused on exploring the perspectives and experiences of CPW. As such, 
participants were drawn from frontline CPW across multiple locations. Through purposive 
sampling (Neuman, 2006), recruitment was targeted in specific locations to support the 
exploration of resilience, and consideration of the influence of different contexts, such as 
rural locations, or workgroup size.  
 
Participants in targeted locations, self-selected for the study on the basis of criteria, 
informed by resilience theory (see Table 1). The concepts of resilience which inform these 
criteria include: the definition of resilience and features of resilience; experiences of 
adversity; and maintenance of effective functioning identified through a positive view of the 
work, and reported feedback.  The criteria to support participants’ self-identification as 
resilient were provided in the participant information sheet (see Appendix 1). 
 
Theoretical and contextual factors relevant to child protection generally, and specific to 
Queensland, also informed the targeting and criteria. This included specifying participants 
as current frontline CPW, specified levels of experience (novice or experienced) and 
targeting geographic areas to ensure participants across rural and urban locations.  
 
Table 1: Participant self-identification criteria 
Criteria Basis for criteria 
CPW (professional frontline worker - 
works directly with children and families); 
and 
Frontline CPW – consistent with studies 
on CPW. 
Have worked in the department for less 
than 1 year or more than 3 years; and 
 
Research indicates high turnover 
between 1-3 years after commencement. 
As the study is longitudinal this enables 
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consideration of factors that affect early 
career and experienced staff.   
Find child protection work satisfying; and 
 
Indication of positive (optimistic) view of 
the work, and experiences that align with 
job satisfaction, and compassion 
satisfaction, as opposed to burnout and 
vicarious traumatisation.   
Get feedback from clients and/or 
colleagues that indicate they are effective 
and competent workers; and 
 
Indicator of an ability to sustain effective 
functioning in the work context. As 
participants self-identify as resilient, this 
provides a qualification of personal 
views.  
Intend to continue working in child 
protection in the foreseeable future; and 
 
Indication of job satisfaction and turnover 
intention. Also indicator for participation 
across the period of research.  
Have experienced significant work stress 
or a critical or distressing incident at work 
that they have overcome (this may 
include events indicated in the post-
incident support policy such as assault, 
threats, child death, traumatic child 
removal, etc.). 
The experience of adversity and 
overcoming this is consistent with 
definitions of resilience. 
 
Frontline CPW, who undertake direct work with children and families, were the focus of 
this study. In Queensland, child protection is the responsibility of DCCSDS. Therefore all 
participants were frontline CPW from this department. It was expected the participant 
group would reflect the broad demographics of agency staff. Although CPW can be 
between 20 and 65 years of age, the frontline staff of DCCSDS are primarily younger 
professionals (under 40’s) (NILS, 2010, p. 29). The child protection workforce is primarily 
female (over 80%), (NILS, 2010, p 29), therefore a higher female participant rate was 
expected. Workforce reports (NILS, 2010, p. 30) indicate the proportion of staff from 
culturally and linguistically diverse backgrounds is approximately 10%, and for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander staff is approximately 8%, although more recent reports suggest 
this is much lower at 3% (CPCOI, 2013, p. 328). These proportions are understood to be 
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smaller in the professional staff group than across the agency generally. Therefore the 
participation of staff from a range of cultural groups was less likely due to the sample size. 
 
The nature of child protection work means frontline CPW constitute the greatest proportion 
of staff within child protection agencies, and those who are primarily exposed to 
substantial workplace stressors, such as workload stress, direct trauma, and vicarious 
trauma. A focus on frontline CPW is consistent in studies on work stress and turnover in 
child protection, which consistently report that CPW encounter high stress (Cornille & 
Meyers, 1999; Dollard, et al., 2001), contributing to high turnover rates (DePanfillis & 
Zlotnik, 2008, 2008; Dollard, et al., 2001; Mor Barak et al., 2006; Mor Barak et al., 2001). A 
significant proportion of CPW leave their positions early in their career and particularly 
within the first two years (Dickinson & Painter 2009, Healy et al., 2009), with as many as 
one quarter of CPW having a tenure of less than one year (NILS, 2010, p. 29).  
 
Though informed by stress and trauma literature, in contrast to an examination of 
adversity, the study explored the development and maintenance of resilience, with 
implications for supporting CPW to remain in child protection. As such the participants 
were recruited from frontline CPW, who had indicators of resilience, being the ability to 
maintain effective functioning in the face of, or bounce back from the impacts of adversity 
(Bonanno, 2004, p. 20), and positively adapt to adverse circumstances (Luther, et al., 
2000a). Resilience relates to people who have experienced adversity, with indicators of 
resilience including factors such as hardiness, optimism and effective functioning (Hart et 
al., 2007; Lemay & Ghazal, 2001; Maddi & Khoshaba, 2005). This informed the 
development of criteria for recruitment which reflected an optimistic and positive attitude to 
the work, having dealt with trauma, being an effective CPW and the intent to remain in 
child protection work. 
 
To support the exploration of the research questions, in addition to being frontline CPW 
with indicators of resilience, participants were sought in a manner which would support an 
examination of possible contextual influences, including rural and urban settings and level 
of experience. Child protection workforce literature has highlighted the additional 
challenges for staff in rural areas given added complexities such as community-worker 
interface and limited professional support (Cheers, et al., 2007; Meldrum, et al., 2002). 
These challenges may impact on experiences of adversity and the development of 
39 
 
resilience (Cheers, et al., 2007; Meldrum, et al., 2002, p. 97). The selection process 
included the targeting of locations, to allow an exploration of additional stressors in rural 
contexts.  
 
Consideration of the influence of age and experience of participants on resilience is also 
supported by research. As outlined in the literature review, age and length of experience 
are reported to influence stress, burnout and vicarious trauma and are therefore also 
relevant to resilience (Schwartz, 2007; Bride, 2004; Lerias & Byrne 2003).  Considerations 
of novice (less than one year experience) and experienced staff (more than three years) 
were informed by research on turnover rates (NILS, 2010, p. 32).  
 
Additionally, considering novice and experienced CPW, allowed the capture of 
experiences of both development and maintenance of resilience. Whilst CPW may bring 
elements of resilience to the work, the development of resilience relevant to managing the 
specific stress, and exposure to trauma, in this work setting, occurs on the job. For those 
who continue in this work, many will have developed a range of strategies to maintain 
resilience. To facilitate consideration of the influence of length of experience on resilience, 
participant recruitment targeted both novice and experienced CPW as indicated in the 
participant criteria. 
 
This range of considerations informed the development of the criteria and sample 
structure, allowing the exploration of the process and context that may influence resilience 
in CPW.  
Sampling 
The participant selection used purposive sampling to reflect the workforce composition, a 
range of experience levels and work contexts, and allow a focus on resilient CPW. This 
ensured data that informed the research questions through capturing a range of 
experiences, and offering insights into the process of developing resilience, across varying 
contexts. A sample of approximately 20 participants was seen to be sufficient to reflect a 
range of CPW from across the desired contexts, provide sufficiently rich data to explore 
this issue, support the longitudinal approach, and to be manageable within the scale of the 
study.  
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Purposive sampling is suitable where a deeper understanding through in-depth 
investigation is sought (Neuman, 2006, p. 222). This sampling included the selection of 
specific locations and the use of participant criteria to recruit participants who had 
indicators of resilience, reflected workforce demographics, and allowed consideration of 
the potential influence of experience and various contexts on the process of developing 
resilience.   
 
The participants included in the sample were those CPW engaged in roles which provided 
direct services to children and families. These CPW worked in case or specialist roles, with 
responsibility for the investigation and assessment of child protection matters, case 
management of families and children subject to statutory child protection interventions 
(including where children are on child protection orders and placed in out-of-home care), 
and interventions with children and families subject to statutory agreements. Capturing the 
views and reflections of these CPW allowed consideration of issues for workers in this 
field, indicated by research as affecting resilience. 
 
The sampling sought to include both novice (less than 1 year experience) and experienced 
(over three years) CPW, to support an exploration of the influence of experience level. 
While there is a high proportion of novice CPW in child protection (Healy et al., 2009), as 
the study was focused on those who remain in field, the sampling primarily targeted longer 
term CPW, but also sought to capture the views of novice staff. This was achieved through 
the participant criteria, with participants indicating their level of experience in demographic 
information collected during the consent process.   
 
As the literature indicates, there are increased stressors for rural CPW which may also 
influence their resilience (Cheers et al., 2007). Therefore, the sample was drawn from 
seven offices across three regions, allowing the recruitment of CPW from both rural and 
metropolitan areas, enabling the consideration of the possible influences of location on 
resilience.  
Recruitment process 
Target locations were determined on the basis of including both rural and metropolitan 
locations across multiple regions. Specific offices and the number of offices targeted in each 
region were determined in consultation with DCCSDS. Consultation with this agency led to 
the nomination of two regions for initial recruiting, and a third region to be contacted if 
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required. Initial recruiting occurred in one metropolitan and one rural region. With limited 
responses in the first round of recruiting in the initial two regions, a third region was included 
in the sample. The third region included both metropolitan and rural offices.    
 
To commence recruitment, contact was made with the Regional Director of each of the 
regions, to seek support for the study and recruitment of staff within their region. This 
contact also allowed consideration of the most appropriate offices in which to undertake 
recruitment, based on the staff group, and other priorities or matters which were likely to 
impact on recruitment, such as other research being undertaken in that office. One region 
indicated a preference for contact with specific offices in the region and participation in a 
staff meeting was supported. The other two regions supported recruitment across all 
offices in the region with office managers leading the liaison with the researcher.  
 
On receiving permission, liaison occurred with the managers of the target offices, to 
engender support for the project, and allow provision of preliminary information to staff 
through staff meetings, emails, or other relevant forums. Contact with the manager 
included discussion of the study and requirements of the participants, and permissions for 
recruitment activities, such as presentation at staff meetings that may impact on the 
operations of the office. An invitation was sought to attend a staff meeting to discuss the 
study with staff, and seek interested parties. Invitations for participation from staff who met 
participant criteria were distributed through staff meetings, and office email systems. 
 
Where a staff meeting discussion occurred this included: the purpose of the study, data 
collection processes used, outline of the sampling criteria, voluntary nature of participation 
and confidentiality provisions and the role of the researcher. The participant sheet, outlining 
the study and researcher contact details, was provided at these meetings. Additional 
participant information sheets were left at these offices, to allow people to consider their 
participation outside of the initial information session. As a reminder of the study, and where 
staff may have been absent, an email including the participant information sheet was 
provided to staff, to introduce the study and invite participation. The email was distributed by 
the nominated contact person for that office. Where attendance at a staff meeting did not 
occur, information was sent to the manager for distribution to staff and arrangements for 
recruitment of participants, and access to staff, was negotiated through phone and email 
contacts. 
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Staff interested in participating, who met the participant criteria were invited to contact the 
researcher directly. On contact with the researcher it was determined if staff had a copy of 
the information kit including consent forms, or required this to be provided to them. The 
researcher discussed the research (including the longitudinal phases), and any queries the 
participants had, (or provided additional information via email), confirmed the voluntary 
nature of participation, and requested the provision of the consent and participant details 
sheet, to confirm their agreement to participate in the study. The participant details sheet 
provided basic information to inform the researcher of participant contact details, fit with 
sampling criteria, and demographic information. Once consents and participant details 
were received, participants were contacted to arrange a meeting time for the initial 
interview.  
 
As insufficient participants initially came forward the researcher undertook a follow up 
contact with relevant offices via email to remind staff of the study. As responses continued 
to be insufficient, this was followed by the inclusion of additional departmental offices, 
through the inclusion of a third region as target locations to draw additional participants. To 
support the continued balance of rural and metropolitan offices, the third region was one 
that included both rural and urban areas. The recruitment in the third region was included 
in the second round of participant recruitment.  
 
In January 2011, while recruitment was underway, as a result of the natural disasters, 
DCCSDS requested that any additional requests to regions be suspended. This impacted 
on the availability and capacity of potential participants, limiting the ability to recruit 
participants. In addition as a departmental staff member the researcher was obliged to 
manage this research in a manner consistent with the requirements of the department. 
Therefore the researcher suspended the study for a period of six months.  
 
Participants who had responded to the first round of recruitment and those who had 
undertaken the first interview, were contacted and advised of the suspension of the study 
and asked if they would be willing to continue with the study on its resumption. Consistent 
with confirmation of permission to recontact participants during the initial interview, on 
resuming the study, the existing participants were contacted and advised of the 
resumption of the study, and provided a timeframe for any remaining interviews. A second 
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round of recruitment was undertaken on resumption of the study as described above. 
Where the researcher was able to directly discuss the project with staff through staff 
meetings, which may have also indicated management endorsement of the research, the 
recruitment rate was generally higher.   
 
The participant sample consisted of twenty four, with fourteen (58%) of these completing 
both interviews. Demographic data was collected from all participants, though information 
was not provided across all categories, as outlined in Table 2 below. Given limited 
responses from novices but interest of inexperienced staff the consideration of novice was 
increased to those with less than eighteen months experience. The participants’ average 
tenure in child protection was 6.2 years, as opposed to an average of between one and 
three years, indicated in other studies, (Healy & Oltedal, 2010). 
 
Table 2: Participant demographics 
Demographic 
category 
Phase 1 Interview Phase 2 Interview 
Gender 18 Females 6 Males 0 Not 
stated 
10 Females 4 Males 0 Not 
stated 
Age 9 < 30 8 between 
31-60 
7 not 
stated 
5 < 30 5 between 
30-60 
4 not 
stated 
Experience 
level 
 
2 Novice  21 
Experienced  
2 Not 
stated 
1 Novice 13 
Experienced 
0 Not 
stated 
Professional 
background 
7 Social 
work / 
human 
services 
5 
Psychology  
4 Other 
behavioural 
/ social 
sciences   
 
8 not 
stated 
4 Social 
work / 
human 
services 
4 
Psychology 
1Other 
behavioural 
/ social 
sciences   
 
5 not 
stated 
Location 19 
Metropolitan 
5 Rural 0 Not 
stated 
11 
Metropolitan 
3 Rural 0 Not 
stated 
Role 17 Child 
Safety 
Officers 
7 Specialist 
workers 
 10 Child 
Safety 
Officers 
4 Specialist 
workers 
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Data collection and analysis 
This study was a longitudinal, qualitative study that used reflective research methods to 
gather information, to provide rich descriptive detail, and deeper understanding of the 
topic, capturing insights into the process of developing and maintain resilience. The data 
collection for the study consisted of two data collection phases using semi-structured 
interviews. The two phases were: phase one, in-depth interviews to explore participant 
understandings and experiences of resilience in the child protection context and influences 
on this; phase two, reflective in-depth interviews to explore experiences of, and changes in 
resilience, including changes following critical incidents. Data collected across these 
phases captured participant perceptions and experiences of resilience during their career 
in child protection, perceptions of the influences on resilience in response to specific 
incidents as they occurred, and reflections on changes to resilience. This provided a 
strong basis to understand the process of developing and maintaining resilience in child 
protection, and how this process can be supported, through identifying what contributes to 
or undermines resilience in this context.  
 
Across the two phases, data analysis was undertaken through both deductive and 
inductive processes, and informed by the conceptual framework and a reflective approach, 
consistent with the reflective approach to data collection. The use of different data types 
and repeated data collection from participants over time minimises possible participant 
bias and increases trustworthiness (Rubin & Babbie, 2008). The thematic data analysis, 
drew on priori coding informed by the conceptual framework and was further developed 
through identification of inductive codes using NVivo.  Analysis specific to each phase and 
across the project is outlined in the discussion of the individual phases of the project. Due 
to the extended recruitment period between late 2011 and late 2012, and suspension of 
the study during recruitment in early 2012, data collection and analysis occurred in parallel 
across the two phases of the study. 
 
Throughout the study, peer debriefing, through a consultant group, in addition to research 
supervisors, and the use of member checking through the longitudinal approach, was used 
to support a reflexive process, and enhance the trustworthiness of the data (Rubin & 
Babbie, 2008; Padgett, 2012). A research journal was also maintained by the researcher 
during the analysis process to support a reflexive approach, the ongoing development of 
codes, themes and concepts and provide evidence of the researcher’s analysis process. 
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Journal comments included those related to: process, such as, “initially concerned that the 
note taking may be distracting … it appears to show interest and value in the information 
provided and gave them time to think about their responses and add to these”; participant 
statements that suggest important concepts such as, “safe space,” “sponge for learning”; 
to comments on coding such as, “role of self-awareness – links to reflection, values and 
sense of self.”  
 
Phase one  
Data collection. Phase one of the data collection sought to explore CPW understandings 
of resilience in the child protection context and their experiences in developing and 
maintaining resilience. This was achieved using semi-structured reflectively based in-depth 
interviews conducted individually with participants, allowing the researcher to capture 
insight into CPW experiences and the process of developing resilience (see interview 
guide, Appendix 2). In-depth interviews provided a method that was flexible, iterative and 
continuous allowing the words and perspectives of participants to be captured (Rubin & 
Babbie, 2008). Semi-structured interviews allowed consideration of a range of topics 
informed by the literature, (including context, experiences of adversity and resilience, and 
the transactions between these and the CPW). This approach also offered a framework for 
discussion, whilst having the flexibility that allowed the emergence of specific questions, to 
explore personal experience through an interactive process (Maxwell, 1996, p. 49). The 
use of an interview guide ensured the capture of data across consistent topics with each 
participant. The interview framework and interview guide, including the topics and 
questions, were developed in consultation with the peer group.  
 
The interviews were conducted face-to-face with participants and took approximately one, 
to one and a half hours. The interview topics and questions in the interview guide were 
reflective, in that they asked participants to not only describe experiences and 
understandings, but sought to explore what influenced these, why and how these came 
about, the impacts of experiences, and how participants made sense of these experiences 
(Thomas, 2004). In this interview participants were also asked about their observations of 
the resilience of CPW generally and their understanding of the influences on resilience in 
this context as part of the exploration of participant understanding of resilience.  To 
achieve this, interview guide topics considered: perceptions of child protection work; the 
concepts and metaphors of resilience used; understandings and experiences of adversity 
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and resilience in child protection work; perceptions of their experiences of distress and 
resilience across their career; and perceived contextual influences and impacts on their 
work and their resilience.  The topics were discussed in a flexible manner allowing for the 
flow of the conversation. The researcher sought further information through additional 
questions as relevant to the topic and information provided by the participant throughout 
the interview.  
 
At the commencement of the interviews a verbal confirmation of consent was sought, the 
ability to withdraw was restated and information about available support options was 
provided to participants. Interviews were audio-recorded with the interviewer taking notes 
as a checking and back-up strategy, ensuring data was available should the recordings 
fail. On one occasion in the first round of interviews the recorder did not start on initial start 
and therefore a small portion of the interview was missed on this record. For a further two 
interviews there was loud background noise. As suggested by Rubin and Babbie (2008, p. 
448), the handwritten notes supported the analysis of the tapes, providing a capture of 
information where these factors were present. 
 
The note-taking allowed the researcher to refer back to earlier points made by participants, 
and helped to pace the interview (Rubin & Babbie, 2008, p. 448). At times there were 
pauses while key elements of a response were noted. These pauses provided time for the 
respondent to give further thought to their response. Respondents frequently added 
information prior to any prompting, or further questions being asked. This process provided 
opportunity for reflection on responses by the participant. This process also reduced the 
need for the researcher to prompt participants for further information, which may have led 
to a redirection of participant responses more in line with researcher considerations than 
being respondent directed. 
 
Recordings were transcribed, and then transferred to computer files for secure storage 
enabling the researcher to check transcripts as required during analysis. Following transfer 
to computer files the recordings were deleted from the recorder. All transcribed material 
had names and identifying information removed. Transcribed interviews were tracked by 
the researcher via the allocation of a number for each participant. This allowed linkage 
across the multiple de-identified data items related to each participant, and identified if the 
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participant was from a rural or metropolitan area (e.g., M01 identifies metropolitan 
participant one, and R01 represents rural participant one).  
 
Researcher notes were also typed and included in the data set with hand written notes 
securely stored. The notes were summarised into a table under the key discussion topics 
for each participant and used by the researcher to commence, and inform the reflective 
discussion in interview two.  
 
Data analysis. The analysis of data for this phase and across the study was managed 
through computer assisted qualitative data analysis using NVivo. In the analysis of data, a 
range of strategies were used to improve the trustworthiness and credibility of the data and 
findings (Ruben & Babbie, 2008; Thyer, 2001). These strategies included the use of a mix 
of data coding informed by priori codes, drawn from theory as sensitising concepts, and 
open coding, based on themes emerging from the data, and an identification of deviant 
cases, thereby increasing validity representativeness, and trustworthiness of the research 
(Padgett, Matthew, & Cole, 2004; Rubin & Babbie, 2008; Thyer 2001). While using priori 
codes to deductively inform initial coding, the use of open coding consistent with 
constructivist epistemology and the finding of meaning from participant data was used to 
develop the priori coding. The use of an inductive approach with themes and concepts 
informed by theory, and identified and developed from the data was consistent with the 
exploratory research process (Mason, 1996; Neuman, 2006). The use of a process of 
thematic analysis enabled the identification of patterns, description of rich detail of the data 
and the interpretation of the research (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 79). 
 
Preliminary data coding for the initial interviews utilised priori codes informed by the theory 
identified in the literature review as sensitising concepts (Padgett et al., 2004, p. 305) in 
the first instance. These sensitising concepts were consistent with themes that informed 
the key questions in the interview guide. The priori codes included codes related to the 
concepts of trauma, CSDT, and current theories of resilience and growth. The priori codes 
were defined through a code dictionary and expanded as further codes emerged. Whilst 
initial coding was informed by these concepts the coding was developed flexibly, and 
constantly reviewed throughout the analysis process (for an example of the coding 
dictionary see Appendix 3). As indicated by Neuman (2006) and Padgett et al., (2004), 
flexible frameworks and approaches to data analysis allow sensitising concepts to be used 
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as an interpretive tool, particularly when commencing analysis, but also allow key themes 
to emerge from the data. This preliminary priori coding was supported by the use of open 
coding (Gibbs 2007, p. 46) that examined what was happening in the data, without 
imposing a theoretical interpretation on the data, and sought to identify additional and 
alternative themes, and emerging concepts within the data. This approach is identified as 
supporting the achievement of both internal and external validity (Neuman, 2006, p. 197; 
Thyer, 2001) (For further details of coding and analysis processes see p. 51). 
 
As indicated by the literature (Thyer, 2001; Padgett et al., 2004; Rubin & Babbie, 2008), 
inductive approaches do not preclude the consideration of theory informing analysis and 
coding. It is also not uncommon for qualitative data analysis to move between theory 
informed coding, and data driven coding (Gibbs, 2007, p. 46). While the emergence of new 
insights and concepts from the data is important to knowledge building, the ability to refer 
back to the theoretical framework informs this and supports construct validity (Thyer, p. 
285). 
 
The analysis of data included consideration of data both across the participant group and 
stratified across both experience levels, and rural and metropolitan groupings.  
Phase two  
Data collection. Following the initial interviews participants were contacted to arrange the 
second interview in line with the follow-up timeframes. Where a participant advised they 
were leaving the department prior to when the phase two interview was to occur, the 
researcher confirmed their willingness to proceed with the second interview. Where 
participants were willing to proceed, a suitable time and place for an interview was 
arranged. This occurred on one occasion. 
 
To arrange the follow-up interview participants were contacted by email at approximately 
Ten months after the initial interview. A further email was sent at twelve months and a final 
email was sent at fourteen months. Given the time frames for the study, if participants did 
not recontact after the final reminder, it was assumed these individuals did not wish to 
participate in the remainder of study and no further follow up occurred. Follow-up 
interviews were completed within a maximum of fifteen months of the initial interview.   
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Prior to the commencement of the interview, the researcher again reviewed the consent 
agreement with participants. Consistent with the phase one interviews, audio-recording 
was used, with the interviewer taking notes as a checking, and back-up strategy. Audio 
recordings were then transcribed and deleted. All audio-recordings of interviews in the 
second round were of good quality and able to be fully transcribed. Researcher notes were 
also typed and included in the data set. All transcribed material had names and identifying 
information removed and the participant number allocated.  
 
Phase two of the data collection sought to expand the understanding of CPW perceptions 
and experience of resilience. This was achieved through exploring perceived changes that 
may have occurred to resilience to gain insights into factors and processes that support or 
undermine resilience and those that facilitate growth. This process involved a face-to-face, 
semi-structured, in-depth interview using an interview guide. Additional questions were 
asked throughout the interview, to expand on the interview guide topics and participant 
comments as the interview progressed. These interviews were conducted an average of 
twelve months after the initial interview. 
 
As theory indicates, resilience is a process and not a static state. Hence, phase two 
interviews used a reflective recall process (Osmond & Darlington, 2005; Gould & Baldwin, 
2004) to explore the development and maintenance of, or fluctuations in, resilience, in 
response to identified experiences, and over time. The interview guide topics (see 
Appendix 2) and additional questions sought to facilitate participant reflections on 
experiences and incidents that occurred between the interviews and how they had 
impacted on participant perceptions, understandings and experiences of adversity, 
resilience over time.  
 
At the commencement of interview two, each participant was given a summary of their 
description of resilience from interview one. Participants were then asked to consider if 
their view of resilience was similar, or if it had changed. This reintroduced the topic of 
resilience, encouraged reflection on, and discussion of current views of resilience, and 
how they compared to previous views, while also introducing discussion of what had 
occurred in the intervening period. 
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The remainder of the interview used reflective recall to build on information provided in the 
initial interview, through providing an opportunity to reflect on: perceptions and 
understandings of resilience; changes in perceptions, understandings, and experiences of 
resilience since the initial interview; any significant events subsequent to the initial 
interview that impacted on resilience, ongoing impacts, outcomes, changed perceptions, 
and learning from these events; personal and organisational responses and supports that 
influence resilience; learning that informs the building of resilience; and collegiate and 
organisational influences on the development and maintenance of resilience.  
 
The reflection on the interview summary from phase one, which was used in at the 
commencement of the phase two interview, contributed to a member checking process 
and allowed participants to highlight any perceived inaccuracies in the themes identified 
through the initial phases specific to the individual participant.  A small number of 
participants provided clarifications while most used this information to consider their 
current views, in relation to those previously expressed. This supported the further 
development of coding and analysis, in response to the additional data gained in the 
second phase of data collection.   
 
Data analysis. The analysis of data to identify emerging themes and concepts through 
inductive and reflective processes through the use of NVivo was consistent with previous 
phases. A key element of this phase of data analysis was the exploration of identifiable 
patterns of changes in resilience over time and possible mechanisms that influenced or 
supported resilience.  
 
During this phase, data analysis involved both coding of data in line with codes developed 
through the analysis of phase one interviews, examination of themes and concepts 
specific to phase two interviews, and a review of all transcripts, in light of the new data. 
This process facilitated the capture of new themes and concepts emerging from the phase 
two data set. The review of previous data, in conjunction with phase two data, allowed the 
researcher to build on the identification of themes and concepts relating to the longitudinal 
data set, including examination of change over time and linkages, developing patterns and 
themes across the two data sets. The analysis of data includes consideration of data both 
across the participant group and stratified across both experience levels and rural / 
metropolitan groupings to explore contextual influences. 
51 
 
Coding and analysis process 
Data capture 
As indicated all interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed by the researcher. 
Transcripts were prepared in Microsoft Word and imported into NVivo for analysis. Each 
interview was reviewed following initial transcription to minimise transcription errors. 
Demographic data was captured for each participant to assist in the analysis across 
demographic categories such as gender, experience and locational context, on transfer to 
NVivo. 
 
Given the semi-structured nature of the interviews each interview flowed differently with 
topics covered in a manner that allowed the conversation to flow in response to participant 
responses. When the interviewer notes were typed they were captured under headings in 
an order that aligned with the key topics from the interview guide forming an interview 
summary. These interview summaries were not analysed but used in interview two in 
reintroducing the discussion, and to revisit initial responses as basis for discussion of 
current perspectives. They also provided a checking mechanism where required.  
 
Twenty four people participated in the first round of interviews. Fourteen participants 
completed the second round interviews. Ten participants completed only one interview. Of 
these three people formally withdrew in the period between the first and second interviews. 
When advising of their withdrawal, these three people confirmed consent for use of the 
data from the interview they participated in. The remaining seven people did not respond 
to multiple contacts requesting participation in the second interview.  
 
To maximise the sample, and given the richness of the information provided by 
participants, data from all interviews was used. Those who formally withdrew provided 
consent for use of the data from interview one. For those who had not advised of their 
withdrawal, but did not respond to contact to arrange the second interview, as consent had 
been gained for use of the data prior to any interviews, and no requests to withdraw 
consent for use of data had been received, data from all interviews was included in the 
analysis. As the study was exploratory in nature and the data capture approach was 
developmental, this enabled the consideration of all data, without reducing the validity of 
information provided by all participants. Rather than restricting the validity of findings to 
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participants who participated in the full study, the use of the data from those who did not 
continue provided an opportunity for a richer source of details and comparison. 
Coding 
Theory drawn from the literature review provided sensitising concepts that informed the 
development of initial primary codes. Key sensitising concepts identified as initial themes 
for consideration including: the nature of child protection work; motivation, trauma (e.g., 
trauma experiences, burnout and vicarious trauma); process of resilience (e.g., stability 
and qualities of, and influences on, resilience, social support, and personality factors).  
 
Following the first round of interviews, prior to transcribing the interview recordings, a 
preliminary coding tree was developed (see Appendix 4). These priori codes included the 
initial themes from the theory and sensitising concepts, which were reviewed and further 
developed based on the initial impressions drawn from the interviews.  
 
Preliminary analysis involved a manual review of a sample of three randomly selected 
transcripts. Using hard copy transcripts, notes that summarised key points from each 
paragraph were recorded. In addition, noteworthy statements and possible quotes were 
highlighted. Themes were then drawn from these summary statements. This process and 
findings from it were reviewed by the research supervisors, to check both the identified 
themes and consistency of coding. The priori codes were reviewed using the key points 
from the manual coding of the transcripts, to further develop the coding tree, adding early 
inductive codes to the deductive codes initially used. The preliminary coding tree was then 
transferred to NVivo to commence the analysis of all transcripts. 
 
Once preliminary codes (nodes) were established in NVivo, all transcripts from the first 
round of interviews were reviewed and coded in NVivo. During this process, the initial 
themes were explored, and further developed using open coding, to draw themes from the 
data through the analysis. Possible codes and issues for consideration were noted in a 
memo as coding progressed. Where themes were identified across multiple transcripts 
additional codes were added. New codes were also added where particular participants 
raised import relevant views. Other matters identified for further consideration were noted 
for review during the coding of the second round of interviews.  
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Following the initial coding of all transcripts from the first round of interviews, the coding 
tree was reviewed. This review included the elimination of sub-codes where no or minimal 
data had been captured, and shifting some sub-codes to better identify data relationships 
with the identified themes. In this process three original codes, where no text had been 
identified as relevant were deleted, or where there was minimal data this was shifted to the 
higher level code. For example ‘Attitude to change’ was deleted as a primary node as this 
was discussed in the context of either organisational influence (captured under 
'influences/organisation) or as a quality of resilient CPW (under sub-code of ‘Qualities of 
resilient people’); The grandchild code 'Defining child protection work/type of work/role 
description' was deleted as this contained only one selection which was transferred to the 
higher level 'Defining child protection work/type of work ' node.  
 
Two other codes with no identified text were retained as they had been included based on 
areas of focus in the second round of interviews. The relationships between some codes 
were altered to better reflect the understandings of participants based on the emerging 
data. Additional primary and sub-codes were also added based on issues and concepts 
emerging from the data. The additional codes captured new concepts such as ‘locus of 
control’ and the workplace as a ‘safe place’. Sub-codes were used to consider nuances 
and relationships between concepts. For example ‘self-awareness’ was added as a sub-
code of ‘reflection’ as both concepts are related to and involve reflection, and were 
discussed as qualities of resilience, but reflection included reflection involving practice, 
context, and relationships, in addition to self-awareness.  
 
A review of the initial coding was then conducted. This review involved a review data 
captured under each code. Further child and grandchild codes were developed through 
this process. For example ‘debriefing’ was used to capture an important and common 
strategy, in the development and maintenance of resilience.  
 
The second stage involved the coding and analysis of all second round interviews, which 
was conducted consistently with the process for the first phase of analysis described 
above. All transcripts were coded and the code tree reviewed. Subsequent to this all 
coded data as captured under each code was reviewed and revised as appropriate.  
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A third round of analysis was then conducted examining the transcripts from round one 
interviews, and round two interviews for all fourteen participants who completed both 
interviews. This analysis focused on process, change and differences between the first 
and second interviews of continuing participants. Each participant who withdrew was noted 
and their information was withdrawn from the pool for the longitudinal analysis.  
 
A further step of analysis involved the review of data to consider demographics, contextual 
impacts, and contrasts across these. This involved the use of queries in NVivo to examine 
factors related to rural and urban contexts, gender, and experience levels.  
Strengths and limitations 
The qualitative method of this research allows for high levels of authenticity (Neuman, 
2006, p. 196), with the data being a reflection of the experiences of participants, and the 
meanings they attached to this. The two phase longitudinal approach provided a member 
checking process, enhancing the authenticity, and credibility, of the reported information.  
As with any self-report research, data collected through interview processes may be 
subject to limitations of participant memory. The nature of the interviews allowed for 
checking of detail and clarification of participant experience and understanding during the 
interviews. Using a longitudinal approach, across two interviews also increased data 
reliability, and allowed development of a greater understanding of resilience as an ongoing 
and changing process. Self-report data may also be subject to participant bias related to 
perceived desirability of demonstrating resilience. The collection of data over time allowed 
the consideration of consistency, and confirmation of the validity of the data reducing 
participant bias. The information provided by participants indicated a willingness to discuss 
periods when they had experienced lower levels, or a lack of, resilience, suggesting 
limitations to bias due to factors of desirability.   
 
While exploratory studies have value in revealing new insights, they also have 
shortcomings. Particular shortcomings identified include a tendency to hint at rather than 
provide definitive answers (Rubin & Babbie, 2008, p. 137). As this study sought the 
perceptions and experiences of CPW, a definitive answer was not expected, rather an 
improved understanding was sought. The purposive sampling approach targeted particular 
cohorts who were more likely to inform these insights and understandings. Further studies 
of a more representative sample in the future may build on the findings of this study. 
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Although the purposive sampling approach supported the consideration of particular 
contextual factors, this was limited to participants from a single agency and therefore, 
there may be additional benefits to considering CPW from a range of organisations and 
jurisdictions.  
 
As this was a qualitative approach with a moderate purposive sample, the findings can be 
used to generate theoretical propositions. Given the limited research on worker resilience 
in child protection to date, the understanding developed contributes to the current body of 
knowledge.  This study sought to obtain information from a sub-group within the child 
protection workforce, being resilient staff, whose experiences may differ from the general 
staff group. The sampling of a narrow sub-population limits the applicability of the results 
to the broader population, but has reflected a range of experiences of those who 
demonstrate resilience in child protection, and provided insights not identified to date 
through examination of cohorts of distressed workers, or broader workforce cohorts. The 
strategies utilised in the methodology to enhance trustworthiness and credibility of the 
research, and the use of linkage to existing theory, increase analytical generalisability, and 
transferability of the research findings. 
 
As a longitudinal study in a work context that has high turnover rates, there was a risk of a 
proportion of participants leaving their employment prior to the completion of the study. To 
manage this risk the numbers of participants were considered, to support a reasonable 
sample at the completion of the study, accounting for attrition. In addition subjects were 
invited to contact the researcher and complete the follow-up interview earlier than 
scheduled, if they were leaving the organisation. As a result of this process one participant 
who was leaving the agency undertook an interview prior to the 12 month period and the 
retention of participants across the two interviews was 58%. 
 
As an employee of the agency in which the study was undertaken and the researcher, a 
clear separation between research and departmental activities was required. This was 
achieved through the information pack provided to the participants, which included 
clarification about the role and responsibilities of the researcher, departmental and 
university approvals and confidentiality. Clarification of the separation of roles was also 
provided as required to participants at the commencement, and during of interviews. Given 
the dual roles of the researcher and the qualitative and reflective nature of the research, a 
56 
 
reflexive approach that recognised and managed the subjective nature of research (Fook, 
1996), was required to ensure the personal influences of the researcher were identified 
and managed throughout the study. The use of peer processes, research supervision 
throughout the various phases of the study, and the use of a research journal supported a 
reflexive approach thereby increasing rigor in data analysis (Padgett, 2012; Padgett et al., 
2004). In addition, a process of clarification during interviews and having two phases of 
interviews allowed checking of the perspectives and understandings of participants, adding 
to the rigor of the research (Padgett, 2012; Padgett et al., 2004; Rubin & Babbie, 2008).  
 
As indicated a range of strategies in the collection and analysis of data have been used to 
enhance the rigor, trustworthiness and credibility of the study. The use of these strategies 
also increase the concept transferability of findings, whilst reflecting the specific 
perceptions and meaning identified through participant data (Neuman, 2006; Padgett, 
2012; Padgett et al., 2004; Rubin & Babbie, 2008; Thyer, 2001).  
Conclusion 
The methodology used enabled the collection of a rich source of data that captured 
participant perceptions and experiences. The analysis process was both cognisant of the 
current understandings of resilience, and enabled the research to build on this. The 
findings drawn from the significant elements of CPW experiences and perceptions of 
resilience, identified by participants, are outlined in the following chapters.  
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Chapter 5: Child protection context 
 
The Queensland Child Protection Commission of Inquiry (CPCOI) report, Taking 
Responsibility: A Road Map for Queensland Child Protection, (2013, p. x) indicates: 
 
Child abuse and neglect are distressing and intractable social problems, made 
worse by avoidable failures in the very systems set up to protect children at risk of 
harm. Unsurprisingly, therefore, child protection is one of the most vexing areas of 
public policy.  
 
Community perception of the role is consistent with the Commission’s view of it being a 
very difficult job, dealing with intractable or wicked problems.  As one participant put it,  
 
… it is often described to me as the job that no-one else would want to do. (M05) 
 
Or as put by another participant,  
 
… the work we do is horribly imbedded in human misery. (RO6) 
 
These views are reflected in the  literature review (Chapter 2), with child protection 
frequently recognised as dealing with ‘wicked problems’ given the multiple adversities 
faced by clients, the socially complex and multi-causal nature of the problem, and a lack of 
clear solutions [Australian Research and Alliance for Children and Youth (ARACY), 2009; 
Devaney & Spratt, 2009]. Child protection is also identified as a context involving 
substantial adversity for CPW, through the stressors and trauma involved with the work 
(Dollard et al., 2001; Russ et al., 2009). The concept of adversity is central to 
understanding resilience, as adversity is described as a precondition to the development of 
resilience (Bonanno, 2004; Linley & Joseph, 2005; Luther, et al., 2000a). To better 
understand resilience in this field, it is useful to understand how CPW, who describe 
themselves as resilient, perceive and experience this work context.  These understandings 
may provide insights into ways to strengthen individual and organisational capacity, and 
reduce staff turnover and psychological impacts on individuals.  
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The questioning in the interviews included an exploration of perceptions of the context of 
child protection work to better understand CPW experiences, and to inform the exploration 
of resilience. The first interview specifically addressed participant perceptions of child 
protection work and the context in which CPW operated. During the second interview, 
issues related to the context were raised during discussion of the influences on the 
development and maintenance of resilience.  
 
This chapter considers CPW perceptions of child protection work, and the context in which 
they work.  Later findings chapters will build on the understanding and experiences of the 
resilience within the context as portrayed by participants.  
 
As outlined in Chapter 1, a range of contextual and organisational factors contributed to 
the challenging and complex context of child protection in Queensland, in addition to the 
broadly recognised adversities of this work. Study participants recognised the adversity 
and complexity of the context in which they worked, but also provided insights into positive 
experiences such as achieve good outcomes for clients, leading to satisfaction in this 
work.   
Worker’s perceptions of child protection work 
A consideration of the context in which the adversity occurs contributes to the exploration 
and understanding of resilience for both the individual and the system in which they work. 
How CPW effectively overcome or avoid the impacts of adversity, and maintain or improve 
functioning in this context requires an understanding of their perception of the context 
itself.  Additionally, as identified in the literature review and conceptual framework, how the 
participants understand and construct meaning through child protection work is important 
for consideration of resilience in this context.  How CPW understand the work and related 
difficulties or personal impacts, and how this assists them to overcome the adversity is 
likely to influence understandings and experiences of developing and maintaining 
resilience.  
 
To explore participants’ constructions of the work context in the phase one interviews, 
topics included how CPW described the work, their motivations for undertaking it, and the 
identification of both its difficulties and positive elements. Whilst exploration of CPW 
perceptions of child protection work occurred in the first interview, participants also made 
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references to their experiences and perception of the work in the second round of 
interviews. This included comments made during discussions of particular events and 
influences on resilience. These views remained generally consistent across the first and 
second interviews.  This chapter draws on both sets of interviews where participants 
described their experiences. The data is presented in terms of participants’ views on the 
nature of CP work, their experiences of adversity in their work, contrasting views to those 
of adversity, attitudes to child protection work, and the community context with which they 
interacted through their work. 
 
The responsibilities of the role of CPW included investigation of abuse allegations, 
intervention with families, and supporting children in out-of-home care. When considering 
the nature of the work rather than the role, the challenges or difficulties of working in child 
protection were more readily expressed.  For example one participant discussed 
engagement as a critical element of the work, while another discussed the work in the 
following way;  
 
… that’s the nature, we work with people, any work with people is going to have lots 
of crises. (M02) 
 
In describing child protection work broadly, the theme of complexity emerged in the first 
interviews, with the work referred to as complex. In addition, there were comments about 
the engagement with clients, and the departmental processes being complex. This 
complexity was also reflected in follow-up interviews, where the complexities of the clients 
and cases were discussed. Terms such as ‘intense’ and ‘demanding’ were used to 
describe the work: 
 
It’s probably the most complex engagement with people, and families, and systems 
that you could possibly do in the human services. I heard once one of the 
commentators in the field say child protection’s not rocket science, its far more 
complex and I’ve always held on to that.. (R06) 
 
This complexity has both negative and positive elements. Participants discussed a range 
of adversities, and the value, benefits and rewards of the work. This view of the work as 
having both positive and negative elements is consistent with research findings that CPW 
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may experience adversity, but continue to experience satisfaction (Conrad & Keller-
Guenther, 2006; Reagh, 1994; Stalker et al., 2007).  
 
In their descriptions, participants most commonly referred to the work as ‘challenging’, 
‘difficult’, ‘hard’ and ‘stressful.’  A range of other descriptors were also used, ranging from 
participants who referred to the ‘horrifying’ nature of the work, to participants who 
described it as being ‘frustrating’, ‘gruelling’, and ‘daunting’. The adverse context was 
evident in participants’ descriptions of experiences of trauma and vicarious trauma from 
the incidents, and written, photographic, or other casework materials, encountered in the 
work on an ongoing basis. The chronic nature of their exposure to adversity in child 
protection was also evident in the experiences of the participants.  
 
I’ve experienced difficult situations … whether it’s hostile clients or constantly 
seeing children being harmed or at significant risk, and having that workload 
pressure (R01) 
 
There’s some very, very sad, there’s horrific, there’s sad, there’s ugly, there’s all 
sorts of stories that you hear that humans should never get to hear (M23) 
 
Positive elements in the work were reflected through participants’ references to 
experiencing personal reward and satisfaction, as well as acknowledging the value of the 
work, and the achievement of positive outcomes for clients. Positive descriptions of the 
work included terms such as ‘incredible’, ‘awesome’ and ‘wonderful’. Few participants from 
the first interviews described the work as rewarding when initially outlining the nature of 
the work. When participants were asked to identify significant elements of the work 
including any challenges or rewards, all identified satisfying, or rewarding, elements in the 
work. The identification of rewards indicated how CPW understood the value of their work, 
and how they perceived their role and contribution to achieving outcomes, in line with their 
motivation for undertaking child protection work.  
 
The rewarding part ... is … getting in and working with families to address the 
concerns and try and get the child reunified back with mum and dad, because 
obviously, ultimately … it’s the greatest outcome … if we can get the child back at 
home with their parents. (M12) 
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I guess ultimately seeing a child go home makes you think, well if I wasn’t here … 
doing this work where would that child have ended up … That’s supposed to be our 
job and it doesn’t happen in the majority of cases so when it does its quite 
rewarding. (M18) 
 
The rewards are seeing that you’re actually making a difference, seeing good 
outcomes. And whilst you might only see … one good outcome in every six months 
that’s enough for me … to keep me motivated and to keep going. (M21) 
 
Whilst the nature of the work was described in both negative and positive terms, this was 
not generally described in terms of a dichotomy, but captured the complexity of the 
context. This sense of the coexistence of challenges and rewards in the work, and the 
interaction with clients, is evident in the following statement:  
 
I … see them as the same actually, the greatest challenges and benefits and that’s 
the significance of what we do. So … people get hung up on the direct emotional 
impact. Whilst that’s real, stress and the level of work and things … at the end of 
the day the significance of the decisions are the greatest reward because they 
literally can save lives and establish well-being.  And they’re the greatest risk 
because if we get them wrong then they’re high stakes. So it creates a great 
pressure to do well. (R06) 
 
The recognition of positive and negative elements in the work, were also reflected in the 
range of experiences over time. At times, this was discussed in terms of the work being 
“very much up and down” (M02), or “one step forward and two steps back” (M03). At other 
times this was viewed as similar to other jobs which may have their own particular 
stressors, as suggested by M05:  
 
I think it’s just about putting it in context. I work with … other government agencies 
such as the Police and Education … and I sometimes look on their role and think … 
I wouldn’t like to walk the beat … and be spat on or punched or something. (M05) 
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Whilst many referred to the ups and downs of the work and described the challenges of 
the work, these challenges were themselves, often described as a positive element of the 
work. When describing the nature of child protection work, many participants discussed 
both positives and negatives concurrently.  
 
… the stuff that makes it scary is also that stuff for me that makes it real and 
exciting (M03) 
 
A particular challenge identified was that this field is one where CPW experience a “huge 
learning curve” (M17), and find this a “job you need to learn on the ground” (M07). The 
benefits of the learning required, and the development of skills, in this context was seen as 
providing CPW with a “good grounding” (M01) not just in child protection but for human 
services work more broadly.  
 
The challenges of the work, framed as adversity, are outlined in the next section. 
Experiences of adversity in child protection work 
Whilst both positive and negative elements of the work were identified, the participants in 
this study clearly identified child protection work as difficult and complex, and understood 
that as CPW they would, and did, face adversity.  It was also recognised that this impacted 
on them personally.  
 
 It certainly can be devastating. (R01) 
 
There’s always a bit of damage to people. …. I don’t think you can ever be exposed 
to the sorts of information that we have and sometimes the photos or the real life 
scenarios of people and families without sustaining some sort of impact to yourself. 
(M01) 
 
Participants discussed both their personal experiences, and their observations of others, 
facing adversity in undertaking child protection work. Consistent with views of adversity as 
disruptive experiences with the potential to negatively impact on healthy levels of 
functioning, (Bonanno, 2004), the adversity identified by participants included stress, 
burnout, trauma and vicarious trauma.  
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Stress. Stress was commonly reported by participants with many participants referring to 
the stress of the work in both interviews. Some comments suggested the type and amount 
of pressure which caused stress may be higher than in many other jobs.  This is consistent 
with research on the child protection context. The major sources of stress reported were 
the work generally, and workload, as reflected in participant comments such as: 
 
… the stress … is around ….they find it really difficult to manage everything going 
on at once, get all the ridiculous amount of paperwork that is required done while 
still going out and seeing families and managing risk and then finding time for 
supervision. (M07) 
 
So that high workload stress can be just as stressful as experiencing, or 
understanding the harm that’s been experienced by a child. (R01) 
 
Workload was a primary contributor to participant experiences of stress, although 
administrative processes, external scrutiny such as child death reviews and court 
processes, and office culture were also identified as resulting in work-related stress. In 
phase two interviews, organisational change was identified as an additional issue 
contributing to work-related stress.  
 
The organisational change issues identified were, job insecurity following policy changes 
and associated reductions in public sector jobs, and the scrutiny of the CPCOI. These 
events occurred between the phase one and phase two interviews for most participants. 
While identified as contributing to stress by some, overall there was a more positive view 
of the possible outcomes and benefits of the CPCOI. In contrast, policy changes, and job 
losses in particular, were identified as creating insecurity or concern for staff, and directly 
impacting on workplace stress. The impact of organisational change and job losses was 
raised by M25 in the second interview:  
 
… ability to cope with stress is less … across the office. I think meltdowns are 
probably more common. I don’t think we’ve ever seen people kind of openly, cry 
about things in the office before and definitely this year it’s been a number of times 
where that’s been the case. And that might be due to staff leaving, their jobs not 
being secure.  … And then any extra stress from the clients, its causing them to be 
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quite, mm, not upset, … probably just finding it harder to manage their day to day 
stuff because, what stress wasn’t there last year is there now. (M25) 
 
The impacts of the stress experienced in child protection work were evidenced by 
participants, both through their responses as indicated above, and in descriptions of 
factors that created or influenced other pressures. For example, staff turnover created 
additional workload and stress for staff that remain, as indicated;  
 
I expect to face challenge, and some situational stressors around the caseloads I 
have.  It’s a worst case scenario to think I work for government and to have turnover 
so high that you then have to work around environmental stressors because people 
come and go from jobs so much ... there was a period of time where it’s those 
factors that can be more stressful than the caseloads that you’re dealing with… 
sometimes where people come and go … there’s just no stability for the people that 
you work around. (M05)   
 
The impact of personal stress also emerged in interviews, suggesting workplace stress 
was exacerbated where people also encountered difficulties in their personal lives.  
 
… if you’ve already got stress in your personal life … you come to work and you 
might just not be able to process situations that might happen at work as 
adequately as if things were going fine (M12) 
 
Although work stress was identified, in some cases this was temporary, based on 
particular situations or high demand periods, and some participants expressed their 
awareness of their stress and ability to manage this. Positive elements of stress were 
discussed by some participants and noted as being “a bit exciting” (M30), or assisting 
CPW to learn to manage the pressures inherent in the work.  
 
While there was an acknowledgment the work could be stressful, participant responses 
were more likely to consider stress in relation to general factors such as workload and 
organisational factors, rather than direct client work. In contrast, burnout was more likely to 
relate to work with clients but could be exacerbated by factors such as high workloads.  
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Burnout. Given child protection work involves interpersonal stressors, emotional 
engagement and use of empathy; burnout has frequently been identified as impacting 
individuals in this field (Stevens & Higgins, 2002). Consistent with this research, the 
emotional nature of the work, and the associated burnout of CPW, in this field, was also 
identified by participants. Child protection requires emotional investment and empathy as 
stated by R05: 
 
I would describe it as fairly emotional sort of work dealing with a lot of family issues 
… you invest a lot of sort of emotional stuff in the work (R05)  
 
While the emotional nature of the work and the need to invest emotionally was 
acknowledged by many of the participants, there were limited references to CPW burnout 
specifically. In the initial interview five participants raised the impact of burnout in relation 
to staff generally, whilst another participant discussed personal experiences of feeling 
burnt out. Again, in the follow-up interviews, few participants talked about burnout as a 
result of the work, with only one referring to personal experiences of burnout.  Participant 
references to burnout were consistent with the theoretically identified components  of 
burnout with a focus on emotional exhaustion and including references to the impact of 
“dealing with peoples’ lives and emotions” (M17), being “tired of hearing the stories and 
bad things” (M01).  The description below, of an experience of burnout by a CPW who left 
frontline work for a period, and then returned, is indicative of CPW experiences.  
 
I just realised that I needed to move on, because I had lost the capacity … to come 
back each day, the same as I was the day before. Each day I came back and I was 
… a little bit less able to do the work and that was because …I didn’t have the right, 
I was young, I was new. (M08) 
 
One source of burnout identified, was where CPW took on, or were required to carry, too 
much work, and had high caseloads. Personalising the work and views of clients, and not 
being able to go home and “leave work where it is” (M07), were identified as further 
sources of burnout. Similarly poor job fit was seen as contributing to burnout.  
 
Whereas burnout was acknowledged, as noted above, participants self-identified as 
resilient, found rewards and satisfaction in the work personally, and therefore most did not 
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view themselves as having experienced burnout. Where burnout was identified, it was 
often referred to in relation to CPW who were not seen as resilient. Learning to balance 
between using empathy, and managing the emotional nature of child protection work, was 
described by some, as a contributor to CPW becoming resilient. This was perceived as an 
important skill to learn early in an individual’s career, at a time when the work could be 
experienced as overwhelming, and where new CPW had much to learn.  As described by 
M17 who had been in child protection for four years, the way CPW managed the emotional 
nature of the work was central to both their effectiveness and ability to use empathy, and 
to avoiding burnout.  
 
It’s a two way street and if you block yourself off from people’s emotions then that 
means you're limiting engagement, and that means that you might not get a good 
outcome in the end. So it’s almost as if you’ve got that two way stream of emotions 
going both ways. You’ve got to protect yourself from the backlash of those 
emotions, but still be sensitive to what is actually going on. If you shield yourself too 
much you’re not in touch with the person’s feelings, you’re not going to be able read 
them. If you’re not shielding yourself enough then you’re going to be crippled by 
emotions, you’re not going to be effective.  (M17) 
 
While burnout and its impacts were identified as affecting CPW, by some participants, 
CPW experiences of trauma were more prevalent in participant responses.  
 
Trauma. Research has found CPW are consistently exposed to a range of traumatic 
events, often on multiple occasions (Littlechild, 2005; Rothschild & Rand, 2006; Smith, 
Nursten, & McMahon, 2004). Consistent with this research most study participants 
identified traumatic experiences in their discussion of child protection work.     
 
Trauma was not just acknowledged as a general experience of CPW, but was identified as 
a personal experience by many participants. Specific personal examples of trauma in the 
workplace were described by participants, including dealing with violent and aggressive 
clients, having threats made against them and their family, being assaulted, having to 
forcibly remove children from their families or carers, the death of a child or adult client, 
and dealing with the exposure to the outcomes, and physical evidence of abuse 
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experienced by children. Several participants described having experienced multiple 
traumatic events. Examples of traumatic experiences given by participants were: 
 
The nature of the work is very pointy, … between sexual abuse, babies with broken 
bones, parents hanging themselves, death threats, having to make a bee line for 
the car because someone’s chasing you out of their home … (M03) 
 
I had to physically remove the baby from the mother’s arms, and she was refusing 
to give the baby over, and the parents were crying … and it was just this horrible, 
horrible experience. (R01) 
 
Sometimes … it can escalate to a point where … as much as you don’t want to 
allow it to, you’re … put in a position where you feel unsafe. If someone’s saying 
they’re going to kill you, or stab you … it’s obviously not very pleasant.  (M05) 
 
Although adversity was not as strongly focused on in interview two as in the first interview, 
a few participants referred to trauma in both interviews. The discussions in interview two 
tended to refer to either traumatic experiences that had occurred between the two 
interviews or how participants had learned to manage the trauma of the work.  
 
In discussing the impact of traumatic experiences, participants spoke about symptoms 
such as flashbacks, and impact on sleep. Recognising the impacts of these traumatic 
experiences, participants indicated they had identified ways to manage these.  Given 
previous experiences, participants occasionally commented that they were more aware, or 
prepared, and therefore were less easily impacted than they had been early in their career. 
These comments suggested experience with traumatic events assisted staff to: develop 
understanding and skills; assess risk; and plan to minimise exposure to, and impacts of 
trauma; without becoming desensitised. This was evidenced by participant M13 who 
advised that due to his experience, “there’s nothing that happens in this job that 
necessarily, traumatises me anymore”, but continued on to say:  
 
I mean the horror of child protection, like the actual shock of what happens to kids, I 
think if you lose sight of that, in a way it’s time to get out of it. (M13) 
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Where trauma occurred, most participants spoke of debriefing both formally and informally 
in the workplace, and three also spoke of accessing counselling services. The ability to 
debrief with colleagues who understood and shared similar experiences was identified as 
important support when dealing with traumatic experiences. This is discussed further in 
Chapter 7. This suggests the importance of work colleagues in this context.  
 
And that is being with like-minded people who are also very altruistic, who you 
share quite traumatic experiences with. Whether it’s death threats, or you’ve had to 
protect a shaken baby who’s battered near death, or whatever it might be, these 
colleagues become more than just work buddies because of that, and I think that’s 
very enriching. (M03) 
 
Similar to trauma, participants referred to vicarious trauma in the context of the adverse 
experiences that are part of child protection work.  
 
Vicarious trauma. Vicarious trauma has been identified as common amongst CPW (Bell, 
2003; Conrad & Kellar-Guenther, 2006; Cornille & Myers, 1999).  Consistent with this 
research, experiences of vicarious trauma were evident in participants’ responses when 
discussing the nature of the work and their particular experiences. While vicarious trauma 
was regularly raised, fewer participants referred to this than trauma. In discussing 
vicarious trauma, participants referred to the risk of vicarious trauma through exposure to 
the work, observations of others, and personal experiences. 
 
Vicarious trauma was seen by participants to result from reading client files and court 
documents, and seeing photographs, video, and other similar materials. Vicarious trauma 
was also described as resulting from witnessing the impacts of harm to children, including 
seeing evidence of injuries such as bruising, broken bones, and the distress children 
exhibited. The understanding of vicarious trauma as a common experience of CPW is 
reflected by participants, as outlined below:  
 
You have to be of a certain mould … and have a certain mindset to be able to 
witness and hear some of the things that you witness and hear in child protection 
and to not be traumatised by it. (M18) 
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… then a new born baby was beaten to death, and I’ve been involved in a few [child 
death] reviews. It’s bound to happen sooner or later, but it was the first one and the 
only one that’s been the result of child abuse … But on such a young baby, even 
now it sort of still gets me, but that was what did it. I took that very hard.  (M04) 
 
So you need to be able to put strong boundaries in place to say to yourself, ‘Yes 
this has impacted on me. How do I work through it?’ And have a system for working 
through … vicarious traumatisation, those sorts of things. (M23) 
 
The extent and impact of vicarious trauma on CPW was also discussed. Some participants 
indicated they were aware that CPW leave because of the effects of vicarious trauma. 
 
I only had someone say this to me the other day that they were thinking of actually 
moving on because they were so tired. …. they were tired of hearing the stories, tired 
of hearing the grief and the loss and the bad things that are out there, and were looking 
to go to a field perhaps where they didn’t have to confront that every day. And I 
suppose when you’re out there seeing the things that the [CPW] see, and we’ve 
probably all seen as [CPW] when you were picking up the child who’s been beaten or 
you know black and blue and what have you, that the average person in society … 
don’t see. (M01) 
 
Of those participants who discussed vicarious trauma in the initial interview most 
described the impacts of dealing with the traumatic material of clients and its emotional 
impacts on them personally. The two participants who discussed vicarious trauma in the 
second interview both referred to personal impacts, in contrast to their discussion of 
vicarious trauma for staff generally, in the first interview. The reality of vicarious trauma 
was clearly identified by those participants who described personal experiences of being 
distressed by a particular case. The symptoms were consistent with those identified by 
Bride (2007), such as intrusive imagery and avoidance, with participants describing  
having flashbacks and changed behaviour as a result of reading graphic content and 
seeing photos as part of reviewing case files and court material.  
 
I started to know that the stories were touching me to the point where I wasn’t 
necessarily able to separate from them … I was taking work home in my head, 
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waking up at night thinking things through, reading numerous numbers of kid’s court 
statements around their affidavits and around the abuse they had suffered … there 
were things that were impacted in my life. I couldn’t go into some rooms in my 
house without thinking about kid’s statements. (M08) 
 
It was also clear that identifying the risk and learning to manage this effectively was 
helpful. Talking to others, use of supervision, taking time out or even seeking counselling 
was commonly seen as assisting participants manage vicarious traumatisation as 
suggested below:  
 
… I recognised it and that it obviously had an impact and talked with, probably my 
supervisor at the time (M01) 
 
As would be expected given research findings on experiences of CPW, participant 
responses consistently identified a range of adversities present in the course of 
undertaking child protection work. From these responses, it was clear that frequent and 
multiple experiences of adversity were common for CPW over the course of their career. 
Even so participants suggested there were periods of reprieve in this exposure.  
Ebbs and flows of adversity 
In discussions about adversity, many participants discussed workload. There were 
common references to high workloads as well as the frequent need to respond to critical 
cases, crises and traumatic experiences and the additional stress this created. In 
considering the nature of the crises and workload pressures, and associated stress, 
participants regularly suggested this occurs on a fluctuating rather than a constant basis. 
This perception of fluctuation and the way this is managed is reflected in the metaphors 
used. These descriptions included use of terms such as the “ebbs and flows” (R05), or 
“peaks and troughs” (M02) of the work, and being “like a roller coaster” (M25). This is 
highlighted in the descriptions below. 
 
Just when you’re at that really, really busy time and things are getting squeezed, 
then you’re really feeling it. It’s like ah, I’m like exhausted, and I can’t keep going. 
And you just have that self-talk, keep going, keep going, get back on your feet and 
keep going, keep fighting … Then what happens is you get through that peak and 
it’s like OK, things settle again… So it sort of like peaks and then it comes down 
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and it’s like OK, we’ll keep riding this wave. And …soon enough it will peak again 
and then you do the same thing. (R01) 
 
Even though I know I’ve had a crap week it’s been really stressful, I haven’t been 
sleeping, I know that it will get better as well. I know that that’s not going to last 
forever. (M30) 
 
The fluctuations of work and pressure were often discussed in terms of being able to 
withstand the pressure or ‘ride’ the waves. This indicated a consistent view that pressure 
would not be constant, and would ease at times. As implied in the statement by R01 
above, this allowed the participants to recover and prepare for the next wave, or crisis. 
This suggests that staff who see themselves as resilient in this context, have a perception 
that the pressures are not constant, and they have the skill and capacity to manage the 
high pressure periods, and make use of time where pressure is reduced, to recover and 
prepare for future high pressure periods. Whilst recognising the lulls this also 
acknowledges an expectation of regular periods of high pressure.  
 
In interview two, this concept of managing the highs and lows was also raised. This 
included the process staff go through in managing the pressures and a recognition that 
everyone has their ups and downs or experience highs and lows in the work. It was 
indicated by these participants that the ability to recognise this reality and manage it is 
linked to resilience.  
 
I’ve learned a lot and experiencing this job, experiencing the highs and lows, 
learning about how to keep myself resilient (M23) 
 
As participant perceptions suggest although exposed to a range of pressures and 
adversities on multiple occasions these were commonly not seen as constant. Additionally 
participants frequently provided a contrasting view to that of the context being one of 
adversity.  
Contrasting views to those of adversity 
Throughout their interview responses participants identified positive elements to the work 
and indicated a positive view of their participation in the work. The positive perceptions of 
the work, including participants’ sense of the rewards in the work, their motivation, and 
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commitment to undertaking this work, and how expectations of the work support CPW 
identification of these positive elements, are discussed below.  
 
Rewards and commitment. Given the substantial and multiple experiences of adversity 
consistently described by participants as common for workers in the child protection field it 
is not difficult to see why high levels of staff turnover are common in this field. As part of 
exploring their understanding of child protection work participants were asked about the 
most significant elements of their work including any challenges or rewards. In contrast to 
the predominantly negative view portrayed in research, whilst the adversity of the work 
was recognised, these participants also acknowledged a sense of value and reward in the 
work. This recognition of the value of the work and reward and satisfaction experienced 
contributed to their ongoing commitment to the work.  
 
It’s a pretty noble thing, you know protecting babies who have had their heads 
smashed, skull’s fractured, and stuff like that. (M03) 
 
As indicated earlier, the description of the work in both positive and negative terms by the 
same staff was common, with many participants referring to the general nature of the work 
as having both positive and negative elements. While most participants spoke of the 
challenges of the work, many described these as also being positive. For these individuals 
the challenges made the work interesting, identifying the challenges themselves as 
enjoyable and the resolution of challenges as “rewarding, satisfying, a test of skills” (M23), 
and as contributing to the perceived rewards of child protection work. When discussing the 
challenges specifically, several participants viewed the challenges as primarily positive as 
reflected in comments such as: 
 
The challenge and the reward are probably the same thing. And that working to 
develop a, a different …. way of intervening and a different way of engaging every 
time it meets a client’s needs so that you can work with what is essentially a non-
voluntary client in a productive way. (M08) 
 
Although most identified challenges, all participants identified rewards in the work. This 
may indicate work satisfaction identified in the recruitment criteria, but was described even 
where experiences of adversity were evident and was linked by participants to other 
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sentiments such as the value of the work rather than related to work activities alone. 
Personal reward and sense of value gained through undertaking this work, was clearly 
identified by participants when describing their view of child protection work. Only one 
participant did not specify the rewards, but did indicate there were rewards in child 
protection work. The perceived value of the work suggested below is typical of participant 
responses. 
 
I also think it’s a really rewarding type of work as well, you know you are working for 
the safety of children. There’s nothing I can think of that’s more important than that. 
(R05) 
 
Relationships with, or beneficial outcomes for clients were identified as contributing to 
work satisfaction with these being perceived by almost all participants as rewards of the 
work.  The achievement of positive outcomes for families was consistently reported as 
rewarding. When discussing the rewards identified through client outcomes, even small 
changes in families were commonly acknowledged as rewarding for staff.  
 
Like I said, people come in wanting to help. I think often part of helping is a sense of 
achievement, of being able to work with a family. (M07) 
 
Although salary and work conditions are claimed in the literature to influence CPW 
retention (DePanfilis & Zlotnik, 2008; Ellett, 2009), practical rewards, or work conditions, 
were identified by only three participants. Practical rewards identified included 
acknowledgement for the work of CPW, and career development, or promotion 
opportunities.  
 
Alongside the rewards identified, the majority of participants talked of enjoying child 
protection work. Many participants talked generally about getting enjoyment from the work. 
Others spoke of enjoying the interactions with people, enjoying working with children and 
periods where they had enjoyed the work less than they did at the time of the interviews. 
Of those who spoke of enjoyment in the work, most participated in both phases of the 
study. A sense of enjoyment is likely to contribute to job satisfaction. The high rate of those 
who enjoyed work across both interviews may imply that ongoing enjoyment of the work is 
important to resilience.   
74 
 
 
There was an apparent difference in enjoyment of the work between those who only 
participated in the first interview, and those who also participated in the second interview. 
Of those participants who described the work primarily in negative terms only two 
participated in a second interview. When discussing challenges of the work, those who 
described the challenges of the work in terms of the difficulties, were less likely to have 
participated in the second interview. In contrast, CPW who participated in both interviews 
were more like to identify both difficulties and positive challenges. Although the reasons 
participants did not participate in the second interview are unknown (except for the 3 
participants who withdrew), this may suggest those who participated in both interviews 
were more likely to identify a broader range of positive elements in the work and the 
context of child protection.  
 
The identification of rewards being related to client outcomes is reflective of a strong 
commitment to helping or making a difference for children and families. This sense of 
commitment was evident when exploring motivation during the first interview.   
 
Child protection worker motivation and commitment. Given the reputation of child 
protection as a difficult work context, and the strong negative messages portrayed in the 
community, consideration of motivation is important to understanding CPW perceptions of 
the child protection context, and why people enter and remain in this field.  It is suggested 
that where CPW find meaning and value in their work, they are more likely to stay in the 
child protection field (Reagh, 1994). Motivation and commitment are also relevant to 
worker perceptions of the work and the work context and influence retention (DePanfilis & 
Zlotnik, 2008). Therefore consideration of motivation for, and commitment to, child 
protection work may assist in understanding both worker views of the context and inform 
understandings of worker resilience. 
 
There was a consistent indication of a personal commitment to undertake child protection 
work. In discussing the nature of the work, references were made to the ‘privilege’ and 
‘honour’ of working in this field, with one participant describing it as “noble” work (M03). 
This reflects a sense of vocation, which was evident for the majority of participants. When 
discussing the rewards of the work, participant responses suggested this sense of 
vocation was linked to a desire to achieve beneficial outcomes for clients.   
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A range of themes emerged in relation to participants’ own commitment to the work, and 
their sense of why others entered the industry. A common theme was a sense of vocation, 
which was strongly reflected when discussing staff motivation for child protection.  This 
sense of vocation was evidenced by participants who most frequently indicated CPW 
motivations based on altruism, but many responses also included a commitment to 
children and families due to personal history, and/or a passion for the work. 
 
It is commonly suggested that individuals who work in human services, including child 
protection, do so in response to their life experiences. Personal history or life experiences 
were often acknowledged by participants as contributing to their motivation for entering 
child protection work. Personal histories included: having positive childhood experiences 
and wanting to assist those who did not have this opportunity, including growing up in a 
family who fostered children; or having an adverse childhood or family context such as 
alcoholic or violent family members. For those with positive family experiences strong 
altruistic family values such as coming from a family with a “social conscience” (M01), 
influenced their decision to enter this field. In addition some participants spoke of their 
understanding that personal history was a motivator for others to work in this field as 
discussed by M25:   
 
The majority of people here have very strong convictions of why they’ve come into 
the work and it might be due to the fact they have gone through some struggles 
when they were a child and they required assistance. Others are that being a mum 
to them is the most important job that they see and so they want to make sure they 
can pass that on to other parents (M25) 
 
In discussing personal history as motivating people to work in child protection, participants 
cautioned that where this was the case, unless people had addressed this history, it was 
likely the work would impact them negatively. This was particularly the case where this 
history involved difficult or traumatic experiences. 
 
Altruism was also a strong theme that emerged as a motivator for those in this field of 
work, with participants frequently indicating this was a motivator for CPW, and many 
referring to this as a personal motivation. The desire to help and achieve positive 
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outcomes for children and families, achieving change, and making a difference in society, 
were commonly identified altruistic motivators as suggested in comments like:   
 
… people that come in and stay, have the motivation of wanting to contribute 
something, to make a difference, to do a job that’s worthwhile and it’s, that it 
actually means something. (M30) 
 
While altruism generally contributed to peoples’ motivation to work in this field, a strong 
interest in, and commitment to, working with children and families was commonly 
perceived as a key motivator. This commitment to assisting children and families was 
recognised by participants as a major contributor to personal motivation, and a motivation 
of CPW more generally. Some participants spoke of their commitment to helping children, 
referring specifically to their desire to protect children. Others spoke of their commitment to 
working with and helping, or wanting good outcomes for families.  
 
One of my biggest motivators is that I want to be a voice for the people that don’t 
have a voice for themselves, which is, ultimately the children. (M18) 
 
A lot of people, including myself … they want to do it because they want to make 
sure kids are safe. (M13) 
 
Similar to the sense of vocation suggested by altruistic motivations, the majority of 
participants spoke of their commitment to the work as a passion. An element of spirituality 
was evident, with CPW deriving a sense of personal meaning, identity, and connection to 
things greater than themselves, through the work (Crisp, 2010). While only one participant 
spoke specifically of spirituality, and one of their faith, many discussed their passion for the 
work.  Others did not refer to a passion but expressed a similar sentiment discussing child 
protection work in terms of their “dream” (M23), their “life path” (M08), and their “moral 
philosophy” and “personal belief system” (M13).  The references to a ‘passion’ for the work 
occurred both when participants were asked about their motivation and in responding to 
other questions. Although the majority discussed passion in the initial interview, in which 
motivation was discussed, passion was raised by some participants across both 
interviews. 
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People … are generally very passionate about child protection. They do really 
believe in the work that we do and believe that it’s …an important job that needs to 
be done. I think it’s definitely the kind of work that you can’t do if you’re not 
passionate because of all the challenges and how difficult it can be. It just wouldn’t 
be worth it, for your own self, if you didn’t have that passion and belief that it was 
worthwhile. (M09) 
 
The theme of spirituality indicated through participants’ passion, was also reflected in 
descriptions of the work, implying an importance and meaning of this work for participants. 
Statements also indicated the connection to things greater than themselves through 
contributing to the betterment of the lives of children and families. This was strongly 
suggested by statements such as: 
 
So in doing work that engages your heart, your sense of compassion, you care 
about the community and for yourself too, the way that you manage that. And the 
other element would be … the honour of working with families … the privilege of 
being part of this society as a whole. (R06) 
 
Some people are so heavily invested in it because it is such a noble thing that we 
do, we protect children. What could be more noble than that? (M03). 
 
A sense of passion was also reflected in participant views of the motivation of others in this 
field. The maintenance of this sense of passion was frequently referred to as important to 
being able to continue to work in child protection, and to resilience. Those who did not 
continue in the field, or who were seen as not being resilient, were commonly understood 
to have lost their passion for the work.   
 
While being committed to child protection work, not all participants described this in terms 
of having a passion for the work or seeing it as a vocation. One participant recognised that 
other CPW spoke about a passion for the work, and indicated a strong personal 
commitment, but did not understand this as passion.  
 
I don’t think that I’ve ever used the word that I’ve got a passion for it, but I can’t see 
me doing anything else either. I don’t want to go and do anything else, but I don’t 
78 
 
know that’s passion, I don’t understand that word passion. But it’s something that I 
really, I like to come to work and do. … I just can’t, when I think about what else I 
want to do. (M11) 
 
Although there was a strong theme of an altruistic motivation, a desire to help children and 
families, and individual passion, this was commonly balanced by a realistic view of the 
work. Rather than CPW thinking they could achieve significant change, there was an 
acknowledgement that changes would often be small and not all children or families would 
achieve positive outcomes. A view sometimes expressed by participants was that those 
who thought they could change the world would be disappointed and unlikely to last in this 
field.  
 
… some people have the, ‘I want to save the world’ sort of attitude. I think that leads 
to disappointment and disheartenment very quickly (M30) 
 
Other motivations were also identified by a few participants. More practical motivations for 
entering the field of child protection were suggested by two participants. One moved from 
a position where working conditions included shifts, and sought more standard work 
conditions, while remaining in a human services related field. The other identified that 
when they entered the field of child protection they saw it as a good source of professional 
experience.  
 
I wanted … some experience to enable me to do something different later on 
maybe. You know you've got stepping stones in your career, and you’ve got to build 
the foundations somewhere. (M17) 
 
Both also reflected on rewards in working with families. The first of these participants left 
the agency within six months of the initial interview, but participated in a follow up 
interview. The other, also continued in the study, and by the second interview, talked of 
working in this field on a longer term basis than initially considered, suggesting they may 
have identified other motivations for continuing to work in child protection.  
 
As outlined above, CPW commitment to child protection, and the ability to identify rewards 
were important to views of the work. While commitment and rewards were noted, a 
79 
 
realistic view of the work was identified as important to maintaining this commitment and 
identifying rewards.  
 
Expectations of the work and job fit. The expectations individuals had of the work were 
an important consideration in how the context of child protection work was perceived.  
Many participants referred to the importance of having realistic expectations both in 
relation to remaining and being resilient in the context, and in identifying the rewards of the 
work. The type of work done, the nature of clients, and the legislative constraints, were 
areas where a sense of realism was perceived as important. The need for there to be a 
good fit between the individual, and the type of work, for them to manage the stress of the 
work well was also often mentioned. One participant spoke of the ability to link the purpose 
of the administrative, case planning and performance reporting elements of the role, to 
supporting the achievement of outcomes for families and children, as important to having 
realistic expectations and a good job fit. Others discussed job fit in more general terms. 
 
I just think that some people just aren’t cut out for this job just like some people 
wouldn’t be cut out to be an ambulance officer or a lawyer ... People have 
personalities that are more suited to certain occupations … in this job particularly 
it’s not a job that just anybody could go and do. (M12) 
 
So I do think it’s about job fit … because no matter where you are you’ve got to get 
something out of it yourself. So if you’re not getting your needs met then you’re … 
not going to want to stay (M11) 
 
Those who described their experiences on entering the field suggested these early 
experiences were difficult.  References were made to the work as “intrinsically quite 
difficult,” (M01) and at being “thrown in the deep end,” (M05) or suggested when you start 
in child protection “you either sink or swim” (M18). This reinforces the view that 
commencing this work can be confronting and difficult and therefore realistic expectations 
of the work is important to learning to manage in this context.    
 
Whilst acknowledging altruistic motivations, participants indicated they did not expect to 
“change the world” (M04) or “save kids” (R02). Contrary to perceptions of child protection 
as child rescue, it was frequently indicated that this view of the work, and approach to 
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clients, was not beneficial. In particular, it was suggested by half of the participants that 
CPW who entered the field to rescue children, or change the world, had an unrealistic view 
of the work. Where CPW entered the field with a perception of their role as saving children 
it was suggested they either learned quickly this is not possible, or as suggested by some 
participants they would leave or burnout. 
 
Sometimes it’s a bad job fit. It’s just people that come along that are … maybe 
rescuers that want to go in there and save all the kids and they quickly… burn out. 
Or they realise pretty quickly that that’s ineffectual and that’s just not how the world 
works. (M01) 
 
I think having realistic expectations, I say that because I’ve seen staff come in with 
an, ‘I’m going to save the world’ kind of mentality, and they’re sorely disappointed 
right from the beginning. (M04) 
 
As previously indicated, an important element of the perceived rewards of child protection 
work was the achievement of positive client outcomes, while recognising that change 
occurred in small steps, and often took a long time, given the extensive and multiple 
difficulties experienced by families. The ability to recognise the small achievements and 
progress, where it occurred, and to understand the limitations of change were at times 
identified as contributing to having realistic expectations of the work.  
 
Wanting the work to be done well … wanting children to be safe in their families and 
have that positive experience, but knowing that that’s not always going to be able to 
happen. But doing the best job we can for those children. (M30) 
 
Everyone comes in with the hope of helping another person … helping people make 
positive changes in life for the better … I think you have to be realistic though and 
know that you’re not always going to see positive change straight up when you start 
working with a client, some it may take years. So I think … you’ve got to be 
prepared. (M10) 
 
As suggested in the above quotes, participants noted that CPW need to be aware of, and 
have realistic expectations about the role, the type of work they will be undertaking and the 
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clients they will be working with. Not only can CPW not save all children, or facilitate 
change in all families, but the need for them to be aware of the statutory nature of, and the 
legislative, policy and procedural constraints on, the work, were also identified as 
important. These views are represented in the statements of M03 and MO1 below.  
 
A component around realistic expectations … they’re saying to people, ‘right, I know 
you want to get into the human service field to help people, but, we’re guided by 
legislation.’ … The people via exit interviews saying ‘I came in to help make a 
difference yet the case management framework and the legislation … basically was 
all compliance driven and it’s not what I want.’ So they’re trying to get people to opt 
out at that point [entry] rather than go through that process after us investing in 
them, then go through a painful exit because it wasn’t what they wanted, or thought 
it would be. (M03)  
 
Sometimes there is a misfit with what people think they’re going to do when they 
become social workers or human services workers … and when they come and 
work in the department … most of them expect … that they’re going to be out on 
the ground doing work with families and spending a lot of time with families and 
building up those relationships … and strengthening the families to care for their 
own children. Then when they get out here they find that in fact it’s a very legalistic 
… risk averse, structured, bureaucratic place. And they don’t, unless they’re very 
well organised … do the work that they think that they’re going to do. And that can 
lead to some disillusion and people not being happy in the job, or not feeling that 
the outcome that they hoped they would, or doing the job in fact that they thought 
they were going to. (M01) 
 
It was suggested that where CPW have expectations that are not consistent with what the 
job entails, this could lead to a mismatch, and dissatisfaction, for those staff who believed 
they could save children, or would be working therapeutically with children and families to 
effect change. In this discussion the legislative context was most often raised, with only 
two participants raising concerns that the role could cause distress to children, such as 
when they are removed from their parents. It could be expected this issue of impact on 
children would be more commonly raised, but these participants suggested that although 
this may be difficult, it was considered as a way to assist children. Participants 
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acknowledged this could be very confronting for those not expecting this element of the 
work and the emotional challenges involved. An awareness of ensuring empathy, while 
managing emotional work experienced, is a tension reflected in these responses. The 
need for realistic expectations by the CPW, about the type of client encountered, how 
clients present, and difficulties faced by clients, was also identified by some participants. 
 
… just knowing that there are terrible people in the world and you’re going to have 
to deal with … the backlash … of kids being exposed to that … knowing that some 
days it might be driving a child away from their parents when they’re bawling their 
eyes out because … it’s uncertain and their parents are yelling abuse at you. That’s 
what you need to picture as well as the days where you get to spend all your day 
playing with the kids and teaching them things (M25) 
 
I think sometimes when we get the younger uni students … come here, they’re all 
very confident … sometimes they lack the awareness of what this job really is and 
how nasty it can be …. having a really good understanding and awareness of what 
it is that we do and what we’re involved with can help … it’s not such a shock then if 
you have that sort of … understanding of this really is the nitty gritty of what we do. 
(M12) 
 
Associated with a strong commitment to the work and the need for realistic expectations 
there were also elements of CPW attitudes toward clients that appeared to influence the 
perception of the child protection context. 
Attitudes to child protection work 
Most participants commented on the importance of maintaining a sense of the human 
dignity of clients rather than a focus solely on the presenting issues. Participants from the 
initial interview regularly considered the need to treat clients with respect and empathy. 
These views were seen as likely to enable staff to develop and maintain effective and 
purposeful relationships with clients, even though this may involve adversarial, stressful or 
traumatic circumstances. Consistent with the need to be respectful, the potential similarity 
of clients to the CPW was identified by participants. This was reflected in a sense that 
participants may face similar problems to clients if faced with similar life circumstances. 
Most participants who discussed this participated in both interviews, which may indicate 
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the view of, and relationship with clients as important to resilience. This view is articulated 
in comments by M05 and M08 below:  
 
If you … treat them differently that’s when you’re not going to build a personal 
relationship with them either. They’re still people, but I just understand they have 
different hardships in life. You just have to be really open-minded and be a person. If 
I’d experienced some of the things my clients experience who’s to say I wouldn’t be just 
like them. (M05) 
 
That worker hasn’t been able to come to terms in their own mind that, there for the 
grace of God go I. They haven’t made a connection that … I’m two steps off being that 
client if my family of origin had taken a left turn here, I would have been that client. 
(M08) 
 
While elements indicative of a ‘system in crisis’ were reflected in comments made by 
participants, regarding high workloads, high levels of procedural and administrative 
requirements, and throughput and output-based performance expectations, these 
pressures were not the focus of participant responses. In addition while the constraints of 
a statutory system were acknowledged, participants did not emphasise these, rather they 
considered the needs of clients and working with the constraints to achieve client 
outcomes. The influences of the work and organisational context on CPW resilience are 
considered further in Chapter 7.  
 
In contrast to the common portrayal of the work as bureaucratised and procedural, the 
participants evidenced a clear focus on relationships with clients and outcomes for children 
and families, through their work within this system. The achievement of positive outcomes 
for clients was a theme that emerged in the initial interviews. Consistent with the 
achievement of positive outcomes for clients, the change achieved by clients in addressing 
identified issues, and the ability to successfully and safely return children, were identified 
when participants discussed the rewards of the work.    
 
The importance of achieving positive outcomes for clients, and participants’ perceptions of 
clients, suggests that the primary accountability of participants is to clients rather than the 
organisation or bureaucracy. There is a clear understanding of the social context and 
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disadvantage experienced by clients, and the implications of this. Clients are the focus, 
with the purpose and value of the work, and personal and professional rewards, identified 
through the benefits or changes achieved by clients. Even in the context of undertaking 
work in line with policies and procedures and meeting performance requirements, the link 
with the benefit for the client was a focus.  
 
They sometimes will talk about case plans being up to date … or all of our key 
performance indicators and measures … but they don’t necessarily link them to 
what that means for a child. I think sometimes people lose the connection between 
the piece of paper and the child. And that’s what we strive to reengage, why you’re 
doing this work and linking. (M01) 
 
Participants regularly commented on the importance of the relationship with clients to help 
achieve change. Given the traumatic incidents and material experienced by participants it 
is noteworthy that CPW were able to manage the tension of these experiences to enable 
them to engage with children and families through relationship. This focus on relationship 
is contrary to views of child protection as bureaucratised and procedural, as indicated by 
M05:  
 
It’s the same with building a rapport with your clients … Their current life 
circumstances are remarkably different, but … that assists in your relationship 
building. At the end of the day the aim is for you to work with them and get them to 
address child protection concerns and hopefully get their child home. So, if you can 
actually find a way to connect with them that’s going to work, at the end of the day 
why would you not try to do that. (M05) 
 
In addition to the specific context of child protection work, and how CPW viewed this work, 
elements of the community context were also identified as relevant to the context of child 
protection.   
The community context 
In discussing the context of child protection work, the views and influences of the 
community and the reflections of this in the media were recognised by some as 
contributing to adversity in this context.  Community were also identified as being helpful in 
working with families. 
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As part of the community context, the negative public perception of child protection was 
raised. Media reporting was mentioned as an element of this negative public perception by 
a few participants.  It was identified that negative public perception could make work with 
clients more difficult and could be an added stressor for CPW.  
 
People are influenced by a sense that any mistake could be public. I think that’s a 
fear of people. I think people are concerned when they see in the media when a 
child has passed away the processes that happen after that …. So death reviews, 
Coroners Court. And when that is in the media, when those processes are in the 
media and when negative comments are made about, not just our child protection 
agency here but any child protection agency around Australia, then … that’s scary 
… and that then puts more pressure on them because they’re going ‘if I don’t do 
this exactly right I could end up there.’ (M02) 
 
Although participants recognised the negative public perception reflected in media 
portrayals of child protection, this was not perceived as having a large impact on CPW. 
This is demonstrated by M02, who went on to comment that media reports were only a 
“mild concern” for them personally, and is “nothing that keeps you awake at night.”  
In the second interview relevance of public perceptions was only referred to by one person 
who identified the impacts of the negative views of the community. This was related to the 
changed policy context and views of the public sector rather than being specific to child 
protection work. 
 
So, in the context of doing your difficult job, while not necessarily being supported 
by the broader, well, not only government, but also public perception, was I think 
quite a challenging thing for a lot of people. Because, if you read any of the [media 
reports] … it was all about public servants being cut …So, a bit of devaluing. (M01)  
 
In addition to public and media perceptions of child protection the community context was 
raised in discussions by some. This was generally perceived differently to public 
perception, and was discussed in terms of experiences of the local community, including 
other agencies relevant to their work with families. Only two participants discussed the 
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reaction of people they encountered when they spoke about being CPW. It was suggested 
this reaction led many to not talk about their work in public settings.  
 
Other agencies were discussed both in terms of the access they provided to resources 
and support for families and the views of staff from other agencies in the sector. The 
availability of, and relationships with other agencies and professionals was seen as 
something that could contribute to stress or provide support in undertaking child protection 
work. This included the identification of the need for effective relationships with community 
agencies to achieve outcomes for clients. Very few participants referred to tensions with 
external agencies.  
 
Where agencies were seen as consistently critical of the department or there was a 
perception of agencies using the department as a “dumping ground” (M01), rather than 
working cooperatively, expecting the department to deal with high workloads, this created 
some additional pressure on staff. Concerns were also expressed where organisations 
were not willing to share information or provide services to clients.  
 
Sometimes there’s … frustrations. For example … is a little boy who’s in a good 
placement and he’s got a good support system outside of the school environment, 
but he’s got a terrible support system in the school environment and I’m doing battle 
constantly with the deputy principal around this kid and frequent suspensions … So 
that battle is constantly frustrating, but there are some people in the education 
department that I work quite well with around this.  So when you have your battle 
with other professionals there are different ways of getting around that dilemma and 
you find alternatives. (M13) 
 
When considering community agencies, several participants discussed the relevance of 
community organisations in terms of the lack of services available in some areas, which 
impacted on work with clients. Participants also identified the importance of relationships 
with community based organisations, with these generally being described as good. 
Where relationships were positive this was seen as supportive of staff. Positive community 
networks were also seen as a resource for assisting clients.  
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I think the community connections that you have are really important. It makes the 
job a lot easier when you’ve got agencies that you can work collaboratively with and 
you’ve got those good relationships with them. (R05) 
 
While participants from metropolitan areas discussed community primarily in terms of 
services, the individual CPW links with the community in rural areas appeared to be more 
important than for those in metropolitan areas. All five rural CPW who participated in the 
first phase of interviews discussed the relevance of the community context. The discussion 
captured their connection with the community and the personal support this provided, as 
well as the interface with clients in the community. One of these participants discussed the 
importance of support felt through connection to the community generally but had 
negotiated not to work close to their local community, to limit contact with clients outside of 
work. Others talked of finding being in a small close-knit community as supportive:   
 
When you work in a rural setting you work and live in the same context so 
everything you do at work that is effective … gives you better quality of life and 
everything you do in work that builds ill will … comes back when kids start throwing 
rocks at your letter box, … So that’s a great motive to do good work I reckon. … So, 
living in a small community’s good too, because you can surround yourself with the 
healthy elements of community. If your kid’s at school playing in the park, seeing 
local festivals, there’s a lot there to say there’s more good than bad in the world. 
(R06) 
 
Just the nature of the city is it’s detached and impersonal and you come to work 
and 9 o’clock and you go home at 5 o’clock and there isn’t, there isn’t that 
community feel. But in a small community, it is a little bit more close-knit, because 
you do see your work colleagues when you’re out and you do see your clients when 
you’re out and you’re all standing in the same checkout at the supermarket. So, I 
think by the nature of small towns it is a bit more supportive. (R03)  
 
The community context was recognised by participants as contributing to the context of 
child protection work. This included the broader community as reflected by public 
perception, other services in the community which supported or frustrated work with 
children and families and the community in which participants lived and worked. While the 
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views of the broader community were not seen as influencing most CPW, the sector and 
local communities were more relevant to participants’ views of the context of child 
protection work.  
Conclusion 
In the review of literature and developing the conceptual framework for this study the 
importance of the context to resilience was recognised.  Given adversity is a precondition 
for resilience, participant perceptions and experience of both the adversity and positive 
elements of the context provide valuable insights to inform considerations of resilience. 
Participants, who described themselves as resilient, also acknowledged the adversity of 
the context and the difficulties of the work.  Study participants identified adversity as an 
ongoing factor in the context of child protection work and most identified personal 
experiences of this adversity. These experiences of adversity included traumatic incidents, 
vicarious traumatisation, stress and burnout. Whilst the adversity in the context was 
acknowledged by participants they also identified positive and satisfying elements of the 
context. Many looked on the difficulties as a positive challenge and found the context 
interesting or even exciting. They were also able to identify personal and professional 
rewards in the work. This realistic but primarily positive view of the work context and sense 
of commitment to the work were clearly evident in the study participants.  
 
Views expressed, indicated the participants acknowledged, but were not strongly aligned 
with commonly held views of child protection as a bureaucratic, procedural system, and a 
system in crisis. In contrast, while recognising constraints, the participants considered how 
these linked to client outcomes and identified rewards and satisfaction, maintaining a focus 
on the humanity of clients, and the importance of relationships with clients. The importance 
of relationships with the local community and other agencies was also identified. In 
addition they continually strived for positive outcomes for children and families rather than 
seeking to rescue children. The influences of the work context on resilience, the positive 
views of participants and focus on relationships will be considered further in future 
chapters. 
 
As proposed in the literature, given the context of the child protection system and the 
multiple and chronic situations of adversity faced, it could be expected that most CPW 
would be unlikely to be resilient. The view of participants indicates that in this very 
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challenging context CPW are able to identify, and hold the positive elements of the 
context, and their work, in both the day to day, and in the longer term. The perceptions of 
the context also suggest that there are ways to overcome the challenges faced, to achieve 
client outcomes consistent with the strong commitment which commonly motivates CPW. 
This indicates that resilience is possible in this context.  
 
The perceptions of these CPW, who self-identified as resilient, will be expanded on in the 
following findings chapters to inform understandings of resilience in this context. In 
discussing the context some participants suggested elements of the context and CPW 
expectations and views of this influenced resilience. This provides a foundation for the 
consideration of resilience in child protection. Perceptions and understandings of resilience 
and influences on resilience are discussed in the following chapter. This is explored 
further, through participant perceptions of the influences on resilience, and approaches to 
developing and maintaining resilience, discussed in Chapter 7.  
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Chapter 6: Understandings of resilience 
 
Resilience is understood as the ability to maintain effective psychological and physical 
functioning and achieve positive adaptation, in adverse contexts (Bonanno, 2004; Luthar 
et al., 2000a), although there continues to be debate about definitions and clarity of the 
concept (Wright et al., 2012). Having origins in research on children from highly 
disadvantaged backgrounds, including suffering abuse and neglect (Rickwood, et al., 
2004), resilience in children and families who may enter the child protection systems has 
been the subject of research for many years. As the concept has become increasingly 
accepted, the concept has broadened to consider individuals, organisations, and 
communities (Powley, 2009; Wright et al., 2014), though worker resilience has been much 
less considered. Although critiqued in conjunction with strengths perspectives (Gray, 2011; 
Healy, 2005), given the adversity present in the context of child protection work, and the 
potential benefits of improved staff retention, the consideration of resilience is relevant to 
understanding how this may contribute to overcoming the adversities CPW face.  
 
As this study focused on resilience, those who participated self-selected on the basis of 
criteria that reflected elements of resilience consistent with research, and self-identified as 
resilient. This chapter explores the construct of resilience as it relates to CPW, how it is 
defined, and understood by participants, and their perceptions of resilient CPW.  
Defining resilience in child protection work 
In interview one, participants were asked how they described resilience and what a 
resilient CPW was like. In interview two participants were encouraged to reflect on their 
definitions and understandings of resilience, and consider if there had been any changes 
to their understanding of resilience in the period between interviews one and two. The 
definitions and descriptions of resilience below are drawn from participant responses from 
both sets of interviews. 
 
Many see resilience as a determined by personality factors (Bonanno, 2004; Luthar et al., 
2000; Robinson, 2000), while others consider resilience as a process influenced by 
contextual factors (Hart et al., 2007).  Variation in theoretical understandings of resilience 
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was reflected in understandings and definitions of resilience outlined by participants, 
contributed to by individual perceptions.  
 
People’s understanding of the word resilience would probably vary a lot. (M02) 
 
Although participants understood the concept of resilience in relation to their client group, it 
was less likely to have been considered in relation to themselves or others as CPW.  Even 
so, when questioned about their understanding of resilience in CPW, participants provided 
definitions of, and outlined their understanding of, resilient CPW. Some definitions aligned 
with common features of research definitions while others did not. These are outlined in 
the following sections.  
 
Maintaining equilibrium and effective functioning. Definitions of resilience included the 
concept of maintaining effective functioning in situations of adversity and pressure. 
Participant descriptions of resilience related to the ability to continue to work effectively 
under sustained pressure without ill effects as well as sustaining interest, energy and 
enthusiasm for the work over time.  
 
Someone who is able to take the challenges of the work …continue with their work 
without whatever the issue was having too much of an impact on them. (M12) 
 
It’s still showing up, it’s not taking sickies because you don’t want to be there, it’s 
not coming in with a shitty attitude and bringing other people down, because you’re, 
unhappy sort of thing. It’s about putting the work first and getting it done for the kids. 
(R02) 
 
Comments from some participants, such as R02 above, suggest the importance of 
maintaining functioning for client benefit in their understanding of resilience in CPW. This 
links to the importance of commitment to the work and understanding of the context of 
child protection indicated in Chapter 5.  
 
The understanding of resilience as the maintenance of an ability to function in the face of 
adversity was expanded by a few participants. These participants clarified resilience as not 
just functioning but recognising the adversity and responding in an effective, “emotionally 
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healthy … and professionally capable” (M08) manner.  
 
Resilience is about keeping positive mental and emotional health. (M05) 
 
There’s a lot of difficult things we see here and work with … For me resilience is 
about being able to hear that, being able to sit in it and still work through it. (M07) 
 
In addition to definitions of resilience based on sustaining healthy or effective functioning, 
some participants recognised events do at times impact workers and therefore considered 
the ability to bounce back as important.  
 
Ability to bounce back. Consistent with key definitions in the literature, several 
participants’ descriptions of resilience in the child protection context included references to 
an ability to bounce back from adversity. This perception was referred to in participants’ 
descriptions and definitions of resilience such as:  
 
Resilience is being able to pick yourself back up when things have knocked you 
down … and having things in place or being able to move forward from that. (M15) 
I would think it’s where you’ve experienced difficult times, or perhaps different types 
of traumatic events and … have the ability to get up and get back on your feet and 
keep going (R01) 
 
This ability, as an element of resilience, was also raised through participants’ descriptions 
of personal experiences, observations of others, and discussion of influences on 
resilience. Awareness of adversity in the workplace, and preparation, through having 
strategies to respond to this, could contribute to being able to bounce back.  
 
… that’s resilience because you know that you’re going to be ok … and get through 
it and everything’s going to be ok. You can face anything because you know you’re 
right. So, if you’ve gone through something stressful you can pick yourself up, 
you’ve got people around you, get up and do it again. (R01) 
 
Resilience is more about being able to get back up when it happens, having a 
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strategy to do that. You can’t prepare for it … other than to have a strategy ready 
for when it comes and to accept it. Don’t fight it. (M08) 
 
Similar to the concept of resilience as an ability to bounce back from adversity the concept 
of adaptation is included in definitions of resilience in academic literature. The concept of 
adaption was also reflected in participant definitions of resilience.  
Adaptation. Adaptation to the adversity experienced in child protection work was also 
suggested by a few participants when defining resilience. Although the initial references to 
adaptation in definitions of resilience were limited, flexibility and adaptability were raised as 
being part of resilience elsewhere in the interviews. This was considered when participants 
were describing resilient CPW, and in discussion of the development and maintenance of 
resilience.   
 
Resilience is around adapting to what’s actually happening. … those who are more 
resilient are able to adapt to the changes and challenges … (M11) 
 
In defining resilience the concept of adaptation was linked to the need to know how flexible 
you could be within the constraints of the organisation and managing change within the 
organisation. Bounding bounce back and flexibility was illustrated using a metaphor of a 
tree in a storm with the ability to bend with the wind without breaking.  
 
… resilience is strong, not hard, and being able to be flexible. Resilience is when 
you get that pressure and strain, you take it on board, it becomes a part of you but it 
doesn’t affect you and doesn’t impact on you and you just recognise this is bending 
you a little bit right now but as soon as it passes you’ll snap back into shape, 
because you’re flexible and you’re still strong.  (M17) 
 
In addition to these identified themes some participants described resilience in other ways.  
 
Alternative concepts. While the concept of hardiness is considered a quality of resilience 
in academic literature (Maddi & Khoshaba, 2005), few participants referred to this. Only 
one participant described resilience as hardiness, although some participants referred to 
hardiness when considering qualities of resilient CPW. Other concepts captured in 
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participant views of resilience that were less prominent in literature, for example, one 
participant spoke of “being confident” (M07), while others spoke of an ability to 
acknowledge when things are difficult, and move through these experiences. 
 
Resilience … is being able to come through the other end of difficult situations 
(M09) 
 
An ability to, not be free of hazards or negative experiences but to incorporate them 
in ways that don’t diminish us. (R06) 
 
Resilience was also described in terms of maintaining hope and persistence with one 
referring to resilience as the “capacity to continue to sustain focus and hope” (R06) and 
went on to describe resilience in terms of a “spiritual strength”.  In contrast, M23 described 
resilience as “survival” of the work and the organisational culture.  
 
As highlighted in the descriptions of resilience, participant responses had some 
consistency with theoretical understandings of resilience, but some also reflected differing 
views, such as those above. In theoretical considerations of resilience other linked 
concepts are also raised. In discussing their understanding of resilience, other concepts, 
such as coping and growth, were raised by participants.  
Coping  
When discussing resilience, references to coping were made with several participants 
referring to coping in the first interview. Given this, the concept of coping and its relevance 
to resilience was further explored in the second interview.  
Some participant responses linked concepts of resilience and coping in defining resilience. 
Others discussed coping either in terms of having strategies which supported resilience, or 
indicated resilience assisted people to cope with the work.  
 
My resilience to … seeing nasty things has increased and I think I’ve just now got 
the level of resilience that allows me to cope within the job that I do now. (M12) 
 
In contrast coping could occur through negative strategies, such as “drinking too much 
alcohol” (M02). This negative coping could undermine, rather than assist resilience. 
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… they’re not resilient. They are coping, and coping with external factors propping 
that up … I think that person is as hollow as an egg and if you tapped it, it would 
shatter into a thousand pieces. (M01) 
 
Of the participants who completed the second interview, most discussed this in response 
to a question about if and how coping and resilience were related. Only two viewed 
resilience and coping as the same, the remainder clearly differentiated between resilience 
and coping. Generally coping was perceived as a short-term response, applying strategies 
to manage, or resist pressure. Resilience on the other hand, was understood as an ability 
to “maintain the path you’re chosen” (M01), or “seeing over time this is worthwhile, this will 
pass (R06),” in a way that was sustainable. This distinction is evident in the statements 
below:  
 
Coping is what you’re doing in the crisis event and resilience is about after the 
coping … after the event how do you bounce back … coping is something you do 
while you’re stationary. Resilience is something you do while you’re moving … if 
you’re hanging on to a 40kg weight. Coping is ‘what strategies can I use to hang on 
to this 40 kg weight?’ Resilience is, ‘how do I put it down and pick it back up?’ It’s 
moving through it, moving beyond the event and being better prepared for that 
event next time. (M08)  
 
Both coping and resilience are discussed in the context of responses to adversity in 
academic fields.  Some may suggest these concepts describe a similar response to 
pressure. Although identifying links between coping and resilience, participant responses 
suggest these concepts are understood differently. Hence although coping occurs and 
coping strategies are useful, adaptation and sustainability over time, understood as 
elements of resilience, appear more beneficial in the ongoing pressure of child protection 
work. 
 
Another concept raised in discussions of resilience was growth. The consideration of 
growth as linked to resilience reflects research on resilience and related concepts such as 
adversarial growth.  
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Growth  
As outlined in the literature review growth may be an outcome of adverse experiences for 
some individuals. In interview one the concept of growth was discussed by some 
participants. As this concept is linked to resilience and the management of traumatic 
events, this was explored further in interview two. Two participants provided a definition of 
growth. One definition was linked to sense of self, and the other to learning.  
 
The personal growth would be … about changing who you think you are, and what 
you’re goals are, and where you see your life headed … I think the resilience is 
what you draw on to achieve those goals. (M04) 
 
It’s never thinking that you know everything, always being prepared to accept 
different views, try different things … growth is about obtaining more knowledge, 
and doing professional development and learning (M07) 
 
In interview one, most participants who discussed growth referred to this in the 
professional context. In interview two, responses included references to personal and 
professional growth and perceived this as linked to reflection and the development of 
resilience. Learning, through personal and practice reflection, was identified as important 
to achieving growth.  
 
I don’t think you can grow without learning. (M25) 
 
Views varied as to whether resilience contributed to growth or vice versa, or each 
contributed to the other as a linked processes. One participant (M08) suggested each 
contributed to the other, intimating this linked process, stating in interview one, “resilience 
comes along through that process of growing as a worker” (M08), and in interview two “if 
your resilience plan or your process works well you grow out of every adverse event.”   
 
Participant views of resilience and how it linked to coping and growth shows that although 
understandings and perceptions differed, there were common points of understanding.  
Resilience was understood to involve the capacity to maintain effective functioning, 
bounce back, and adapt in response to adversity. Coping was distinguished from 
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resilience. Whereas, growth was not distinguished as different, but rather a related 
concept, that could be viewed as an element of the process of resilience.   
 
In developing an understanding of resilience participants were also asked to discuss the 
qualities of CPW who were resilient and those who were non-resilient. This further 
developed the understanding gained though participant descriptions of resilience.  
Perceptions of resilient child protection workers  
Personal qualities and attributes such as personality factors as well as attitudes, actions, 
and behaviours or approaches, were identified by many participants in discussing resilient 
CPW. As could be expected CPW who were perceived as non-resilient were often 
described by participants as lacking attributes identified as qualities of resilience indicating 
the importance of these qualities. While often described as involving qualities opposite to 
those of resilience, other attributes of non-resilience were also identified suggesting the 
nature of resilience is complex.  
Attributes of resilient child protection workers 
Participants identified a range of attributes or qualities as contributing to the resilience of 
CPW. Much of the literature suggests that individual resilience is based on personality 
traits (Bonanno, 2004). While a minority of participants identified personality as a factor in 
the resilience of CPW, for most this was not the exclusive factor. Of the attributes 
identified, most commonly referred to were humour, determination, confidence and a calm 
demeanour.   
 
The value of positive emotion and laughter has been indicated as contributing to resilience 
(Bonanno 2004, p. 26).  Having a sense of humour was the most commonly raised 
personal quality with participants highlighting the importance of this to being resilient. In 
addition to identifying humour as a personal quality, the use of humour in the workplace 
was highlighted. It was also suggested engagement in ‘black’ humour developed with 
exposure to the work. Humour had a range of purposes in the workplace, in particular 
humour was used to create time and space from difficulties, process trauma, and keep 
things in perspective, thereby contributing to resilience.  
 
Humour is a big thing in this workplace around building some resilience to dealing 
with the specific nature of work. (M05) 
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To use humour sometimes to try and recover from awful experiences, and have a 
big belly laugh about it and able to share that with the group instead of keeping it 
within yourself (R01) 
 
Attributes related to determination were identified by many participants as contributing to 
resilience. Determination and persistence were most frequently referred to as an attribute 
of resilient CPW with a range of other similar qualities noted including tenacity, 
stubbornness, doggedness, being ‘strong willed.’  
 
So that tenacious, and not only just coming to work but with your cases, that 
change takes a long time ... So, probably tenacious and determined. (M01)  
 
There are some families that you think if I can persist with this one family and just 
the slightest little thing gets better, then I’ve got a reason to come to work. (R03) 
 
In discussions of both resilient CPW, and those who were not resilient, the ability to be 
calm was indicated as a quality of resilience. Resilient CPW were identified as calm or 
presenting as ‘laid back’ or ‘level headed’ by several participants. Being calm did not mean 
that CPW were unaffected by, or did not respond to stressors and events. It was also 
suggested some were not innately calm but may have to work at achieving a calm 
demeanour and approach.    
  
The people that are most resilient tend to have some of those … natural abilities to 
respond rationally and calmly to situations, to put things in perspective. (M02) 
 
So if I go back to resilience over that time it’s taking the time off to calm myself ... 
(M25) 
 
In contrast CPW perceived as non-resilient were described as being anxious or easily 
overwhelmed, with references to them as easily ‘flustered’, or ‘rattled’ and having ongoing 
or multiple crises in their daily lives. CPW with these attributes or behaviours were viewed 
as not being able to manage stress or cope with the pressures and challenges of child 
protection work.  
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I’ve seen these people running on a quite heighted sense all the time, and I think oh 
you’re going to burn out because you can’t keep that up.  (M30) 
 
Although less frequently raised as an attribute of resilience, references to confidence and 
self-esteem were also made by some participants. Confidence was identified as important 
to being able to manage the work, be effective with clients, and to enable CPW to seek 
support when it was required.  Lacking in confidence or self-esteem was usually identified 
with non-resilient CPW. Confidence was identified as building with experience, but could 
also be eroded by negative experiences, reducing the ability to manage the work 
pressures.   
 
There’s a certain level of confidence and self-confidence that a person needs to 
have, to have resilience. And whether or not that be confidence in the way they 
conduct themselves or just confidence enough to be able to talk to somebody and 
say they’re having a bad time. (M07) 
 
Although proposed in academic literature as a key personality trait of resilient people, 
hardiness, referring to personality characteristics of control, commitment and challenge 
that create a resource to resist stress (Collins 2008, p., 1185), was only raised directly by 
one participant although it could be considered that hardiness is implied by some of the 
terms used by participants. Some may consider hardiness as expressed through a 
capacity to remain calm or be persistent, though descriptions of other qualities identified by 
participants presented as more strongly aligned with hardiness. These qualities which 
were perceived to support resilience and can be linked to hardiness included ‘personal 
strength,’ ‘inner fortitude,’ and being ‘emotionally’ strong.  Some participants suggested 
these qualities could be developed, rather than viewing them as innate. As with other 
attributes, those who lacked personal strength, and were described as fearful, or anxious, 
were less likely to be viewed as resilient.  
 
You need to be strong and maybe a little bit hard. If you’re going to have clients yell 
abuse at you and you’re going to have situations blow up that you need to control, 
you can’t just … run away and hide. (M12) 
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Attitudes and approaches of resilient child protection workers 
Whilst many participants identified personal attributes in describing resilient CPW, for most 
resilience involved more than personality traits. Descriptions of resilient and non-resilient 
CPW included discussion of attitudes, behaviours and approaches to the work, indicative 
of resilience. These include maintaining a positive outlook, use of empathy, adaption to 
change, sense of locus of control and taking a systems view of, and approach to, the work.   
 
Positivity and hopefulness. A positive outlook and approach to the work was seen as an 
important aspect of resilience.  Descriptions of resilient CPW who had a positive approach 
included discussion of: how clients were perceived; maintaining hope for beneficial client 
outcomes; and the outlook on the work and the organisation.  
 
Hopefulness and positive energy are absolutely crucial. (R06) 
 
A positive outlook and approach to the work including being optimistic, being positive and 
retaining hope, was discussed by almost all participants when considering the features of 
resilient CPW. While identified as important, most participants did not describe positivity as 
optimism in the sense of only seeing positives, having an unrealistic view, or minimising 
the difficulties of the work. Perceptions of positivity involved the ability to balance realistic 
expectations of the work and clients, while maintaining hope that positive outcomes could 
be achieved. Most participants identified the need to acknowledge the difficulties, while 
looking for positives such as what could be learned, acknowledging good work, or looking 
to achievements, even if small. Positivity was also reflected in a strong sense that even in 
the face of difficulties and at time when things go wrong, resilient CPW would prevail.  
 
I try to look at the positive. Even if my initial reaction might be oh it’s such a bad 
thing, I then think about it and think ‘oh well … what can we get out of this.’ (M15) 
 
When I speak with … colleagues, everyone comes in with the hope of … helping 
people make positive changes in life for the better. (M10) 
 
Being positive was not only described as an attitude, but was also described as an active 
approach. The references to active approaches included looking for alternatives, and 
learning to maintain a positive focus, even when under pressure. Some participants 
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consciously presented a positive outlook as a strategy to support their resilience.  
 
It involves a conscious decision … You have to acknowledge that … that crisis 
event is finished. I have done what I can with it, it is all ok, I’m ok with it, everybody 
else is ok with it, it’s done. And then making a decision to move forward and be 
positive. (M08) 
 
Aligned with positivity, some participants spoke of having and maintaining hope. The 
importance of hope to resilience reflects the strong sense of passion and commitment held 
by many participants, as discussed in Chapter 5. This sense of hope was demonstrated in 
the comments of R03 below. 
 
You need hope that things can change, that people can change, and you need to 
persist with trying to facilitate that change and I think in this kind of work that’s how 
you get resilience. (R03) 
 
In contrast participants across both interviews referred to non-resilient CPW as having a 
negative attitude, such as being ‘judgemental,’ ‘cynical’ or lacking hope. Only one 
participant referred to pessimism.  This negativity was identified as impacting work with 
clients and therefore CPW resilience in child protection work.  
 
Although participants responses were more likely to refer to terms related to positivity, this 
perspective is aligned with strength-based approaches used in social work practice. This 
strengths-based perspective was evident in relation to the approach to clients, and the 
work more broadly. Consistent with strengths-based practice, the maintenance of a sense 
of hope and a positive approach to the work often aligned with a sense of responsibility for 
clients, and commitment to the achievement of outcomes.  
 
Acknowledging human dignity: Attitudes towards clients. The attitude of CPW 
towards clients was perceived to affect resilience. Resilient CPW were often perceived to: 
have high levels of empathy; be committed to achieving positive outcomes for the clients; 
have a sense of responsibility towards the client and outcomes achieved; and view clients 
with a sense of the human dignity. CPW views and approaches towards clients were 
identified by most participants, across both interviews, as linked to resilience.  
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People who come into an interview and can say I’m willing to learn, they’re people 
like me, everyone puts their pants on one leg at a time … I’m willing to learn about 
the work, and I have a sense of acceptance of diversity, and different people, and 
different circumstances, and that’s not going to phase me, that’s a hardy worker. 
(M08) 
 
I think its understanding that people are all different and will achieve things in 
different ways and will need different things and their acceptance of people too. 
(M30) 
 
A positive view of the work appears linked to a commitment to and recognition of, a 
contribution to positive outcomes for clients, despite the difficulties they face. A focus on 
the client rather than bureaucracy, and an ability to identify the rationale for administrative 
requirements to support the work with clients contributed to this. The client focus at times 
also provided an incentive to find alternative approaches that overcame the bureaucratic 
constraints.  
 
When you draw some meaning from … the stuff that … that takes up … your time 
administratively, linking that to … the outcomes for the children … which links 
again, to why you’re in the job. So you increase motivation if people think it makes a 
difference to the outcome for their kids. (M01) 
 
There’s ways around things and you can kind of work outside the square … when 
you can do that and that it’s had a really good outcome for someone that’s a really 
nice feeling … (M09) 
 
The ability to show and maintain empathy towards clients was identified by some 
participants as contributing to resilience. Where CPW were viewed as not having empathy, 
being emotionally distanced, or as not caring about clients, they were less likely to be 
identified as resilient. While the use of empathy contributing to resilience would seem to 
contradict studies that indicate the use of empathy can lead to burnout, the identification of 
those who are emotionally distanced as non-resilient may reflect those who lack empathy, 
or are impacted by burnout.  
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You need to be able … to put yourself in their position that, it doesn’t matter how 
difficult it is for me as a worker being out there talking to families, it’s always going 
to be harder for them talking to me.  So I suppose empathic to a point where you 
can see their point of view. (R03) 
 
It’s about having the human element isn’t it? Being able to speak with them on a 
level where you’re empathetic and you understand them. (M10) 
 
Similar to emotional withdrawal, over-engagement was also identified as a quality of non-
resilient CPW. The descriptions by M08 and M17 of those who either over-identified with, 
or withdrew from, clients highlighted the impacts on the CPW and clients.  In their 
descriptions, CPW who over-identify with the clients pain and were ‘emotionally raw’, ‘too 
much upfront’, and ‘not going to be able to withstand the emotional pressure and that 
emotional backlash’. At the other end of the continuum, CPW who were distanced, were 
described as ‘blunt’, ‘so guarded and armoured that they’ve got no capacity to connect 
emotionally’ or ‘likely to bulldozer over clients’ feelings’.   
 
Further to having a commitment to clients and engaging with empathy, an ability to build, 
maintain and focus on relationships was identified as a core feature of those perceived as 
resilient CPW. The ability to maintain relationships was recognised as difficult, given the 
statutory nature of the work, and the complex issues faced by clients. Even so, this was 
identified as important to achieve positive outcomes, and therefore support the resilience 
of CPW. The ability to build relationships was identified by some as linked to the sense of 
maintaining the dignity of the client and a positive view of the work.  
  
So being able to talk to people like they’re your equal … build relationships, build 
respect, engage with people, and then you get the outcomes that you’re looking for. 
(M04) 
 
A sense of human dignity, an ability to perceive clients as being similar to rather than 
different from CPW, and an acknowledgement of the impact of life circumstances on 
clients and the ability to build relationships with them was occasionally raised by 
participants as influencing resilience.  
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Participants referred to the ability to understand the clients’ position, accepting they are 
likely to be angry and to separate this behaviour from that of a personal attack on the 
CPW. Even where relationships with clients were difficult, the need to be respectful and 
engage with the client remained. This view of the client as deserving respect, dignity, and 
an understanding of their circumstances and life experiences, supports this.  
 
Resilience is not taking things too personally … people often yell and scream and 
say things, but it’s not about you personally. Although they might be directing it at 
you it’s just about the situation that they’ve found themselves in and they need to 
work through that. (R05) 
 
In considering clients, some participants spoke of the recognition that regardless of their 
efforts they were not in control of the client and any changes made. This links to both the 
CPW sense of self-efficacy and agency (see p. 112). Whilst working to effect client 
change, any changes made were generally seen to finally rest with the client, particularly 
where this related to parents. Those CPW who were able to recognise limitations to the 
level of control they exerted in effecting change, and realised parents may not change, 
were more likely to maintain their resilience.  While the inability to control the actions of 
clients was recognised, there continued to be a sense of self-efficacy in undertaking the 
work, responsibility regarding the client, and the outcomes sought and achieved.  
 
So that’s probably a bit frustrating and … a bit of a difficulty in this role because 
obviously we can only do so much and recommend they do so much, but obviously 
at the end of the day the parents have got to step up and take that action. (M12) 
 
Participants consistently reflected a strong client focus, retaining the human dignity of 
clients and the maintenance of empathy and compassion, as contributing to resilience. 
This approach to clients is consistent with principles of social work practice. Again this was 
balanced by an understanding that relationships with clients could be difficult and the 
changes and outcomes sought may not occur. This understanding of change as it related 
to clients in addition to the broader context of change was also considered by participants 
as relevant to resilience.  
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Attitude to change. As advocated in the literature, and participant definitions of resilience, 
the willingness and ability of CPW to be flexible, and adapt to circumstances and change, 
were identified as characteristics of resilience. In discussing change there were three key 
areas: how change was managed by CPW; effecting change in clients and their 
circumstances; and changes in the work context, including organisational change. The 
perception of change and its impact varied across these areas for some participants. In the 
main, change was viewed positively, although some acknowledged difficulties, particularly 
with organisational change. 
 
The context of child protection is subject to ongoing change. It is, therefore, 
understandable that attitude to change, and the ability to be flexible and adaptable was 
consistently identified as a feature of resilient CPW.  
 
You always need to be flexible and adaptable … definitely think that contributes to 
resilience, knowing that things are always going to change. (M07) 
 
I think that taking on board that personal responsibility to change and to always 
develop and grow it probably one of the most important [things]. (M17) 
 
Central to child protection work is supporting clients through the agentic relationship, to 
address concerns, which involves change. As CPW are agents of change, the ability to be 
flexible and adaptable in response to these circumstances and events faced is beneficial in 
undertaking direct client work. In being an agent for change, it was suggested the time it 
can take for change to occur, not seeing change in clients and  coming to “terms with the 
knowledge that you can't change everything” (M01), could be difficult.  
 
I think relationship driven work ... and I mean there with the clients, the focus is 
primarily on seeing people in their context, and being an agent of change for them 
will lend itself to more resilient staff. (R06) 
 
Participants also referred to how they personally managed change. Consistent with 
maintaining a positive attitude, some participants indicated they enjoyed the variety and 
different challenges of the work, with a few actively seeking role changes during their 
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career. For most, this supported professional and skill development, and maintained 
interest or increased their enthusiasm for the work.  
 
That’s what I like about … this sort of work, it’s the constant change, and 
everything’s always different, and there’s new challenges all the time. So, maybe 
that’s a part of being able to do this work too is not wanting it to be the same all the 
time. (M30) 
 
An ability to adapt to the frequent changes within the system was viewed by many 
participants as required to maintain resilience. Of note, is that major policy changes 
occurred between interview one and two. The impact of this was noted by a number of 
participants in discussing change in interview two. The scale and pace of these changes 
were identified as particularly challenging, and was suggested by some to have had a 
personal impact on colleagues and workgroup morale. While difficulties were raised in 
relation to organisational change, where CPW did not believe change would occur it was 
suggested they could become disheartened, particularly where this related to bureaucratic 
constraints and administrative burden. 
 
Some spoke of not liking change or not being good at managing change but it was 
consistently acknowledged that change in child protection work was an inherent feature of 
the work and the ability to adapt to change was important to resilience in the role. Although 
some found change difficult in this constantly changing context, CPW who were not 
perceived to be flexible and able to adapt to change were usually identified as less 
resilient.  
 
The less resilient ones probably fairly quickly develop a bit of a shell around 
themselves and have a clear format around how to do things, and don’t often 
deviate from that for a long period of time. They just keep hammering away at the 
same thing, doing it the same way regardless of whether it works or not. (M08) 
 
Participants indicated having strategies to manage change strengthened resilience.  
Strategies used included being prepared for change, planning, and contributing to a 
workplace culture that is supportive and where change is perceived as normal. A few 
participants discussed managing organisational changes by seeking to influence them, or 
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at a minimum, seeking information that would assist them to understand the changes and 
the possible effects and benefits. Participant responses suggested the ability to 
acknowledge change as part of the context of working in government, and seeking out and 
understanding the reasons for change, and supportive workplaces, allowed CPW to more 
readily accept and adapt to it.  
 
As change was understood as inevitable by most, the ability to adapt to this was significant 
to resilience. The ease with which CPW managed the ongoing and consistent change was 
affected by the level of influence or control they perceived to have over the changes. 
 
Locus of control. CPW sense of control emerged from the data analysis as important to 
considerations of resilience. Locus of control, both internal and external, was not a specific 
area of questioning but related comments were frequently made by participants. 
Limitations on level of control over demand, decisions, and workflow have been identified 
as contributing to stress in CPW (Healy et al., 2009) with greater autonomy supporting 
resilience and retention (Verleysen, Lambrechts, & Van Acker, 2015; Weaver et al., 2007). 
Therefore, locus of control arising in participant responses is consistent with previous 
studies.  In particular recognising and being able to come to terms with limitations on the 
ability to control events and circumstances were important for resilience. This recognition 
of limits on the ability to apply personal control was discussed in relation to clients (as 
indicated above) decision making, outcomes achieved and the context. For resilient CPW 
this did not equate to abdicating responsibility, rather taking responsibility, effecting control 
appropriately where able, and managing the limitations that existed.  
 
It’s about, … knowing … what you’re responsible for, what you’re not responsible 
for, like what you can change, what you can’t, what’s within your control, what’s not, 
and being able to manage all those things. (M30) 
 
In discussion of control, where the aim was to effect change in clients, there was an 
acceptance that while support was provided, and where required legal authority was 
exercised, clients were responsible for their own actions. Several participants referred to a 
need to recognise they influenced, but could not control, the achievement of change and 
positive outcomes by clients, recognising limits to self-efficacy and agency.  
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I think that you need to be able to come to terms with that no matter how hard you 
try, you’re not always going to succeed in things, … like your always worried about 
what might happen … because the kids are with their parents and you never know 
what the parents might do … you need to be able to let go of that control, and know 
that if something bad happens then you’ve done as much as you could ... you don’t 
have control over people.  (R03) 
 
Given child protection work occurs in a statutory context, CPW have limited control over 
many decisions about their casework. Several participants discussed the level of control 
they could exercise over their work, due to organisational constraints, and where decision 
making responsibility was held. The ability to work within these constraints and still 
achieve effective outcomes for clients, or challenge them where possible, was important 
for CPW resilience.  
 
I was making a bit of noise, not following protocol with the communication 
pathways. But I felt as an individual and as a public servant that I owed it to [the 
clients], I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if I didn’t. Even if it didn’t 
change the outcome I still think I would do that again. But it’s mainly that locus of 
control stuff. (M04) 
 
Where participants did not have control over decisions or circumstances, they discussed 
strategies used to manage the limits to their control.  Strategies included considering 
whether or not to take action, documenting contrasting views, seeking to influence where 
possible, seeking to understand decisions outside of their control, and seeking the support 
of others.  
 
Knowing that I’ve mitigated that risk first of all, that kind of gives me a peace of 
mind. However just going and venting to friends, partners, and making sure I’m 
given a clear rational as to why that decision’s made, and why my opinion and my 
recommendation isn’t being considered. (M18) 
 
While there were key areas where control was limited, participants indicated there were 
specific areas in which CPW could, and should exercise control. Those CPW who 
demonstrated an internal locus of control in relation to their emotions and reactions, and 
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were seen to manage limitations on their control over circumstances, were more likely to 
be identified as resilient. In particular, approximately half the participants discussed the 
importance of an internal locus of control. Comments included references to 
acknowledging the limitations, and the importance of their ability to control their own 
emotions and reactions to the situations they encountered, and how this related to 
resilience. There were also comments related to how internal locus of control affected 
CPW capacity to manage workplace relationships and personal safety in the work.  
 
The ones that seemed to do ok, were the ones that were really out in the open 
about concerns and fears, sought out other people to talk that through … the ones 
that seemed to do ok, were the ones that had some sense of their own locus of 
control (M08)  
 
Even though many participants spoke of matters over which they did not have control, 
many also expressed a sense of responsibility. This is consistent with the concept of locus 
of control, and influencing matters where able. While frustrations were experienced where 
there were limitations over decision making, some participants suggested this was at times 
positive, creating a shared responsibility with others, the supervisor, and the organisation 
as a whole. This was particularly the case where decisions were complex and high risk.  
 
I’ve just learned not to take… personal responsibility for decisions that are made by 
the department. Not really take that on, that it’s not me as an individual, I’m a 
worker of the department. (R01) 
 
Having a team leader who’s nominally still in charge of the case has also helped, 
because, when I’ve had to give hard messages, or make hard decisions, it hasn’t 
been by myself. (R06) 
 
Managers and supervisors can contribute to an increased sense of control and autonomy 
by CPW. In considering participant views, this may be enhanced through: ensuring 
information is available to support effective and critical practice; acknowledging CPW client 
and practice knowledge in decision making; enabling CPW to understand decisions 
outside of their responsibilities; and implementing systems where shared decision making 
processes are enabled where possible.  
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As indicated above participant references to doing what you can, both in relation to 
influencing clients to achieve positive outcomes, and in managing the complexities of the 
organisation and the system, were common. A noteworthy value expressed was to do the 
very best you could and give fully of yourself each day, but also ensure appropriate 
boundaries were in place between personal and professional.  
 
‘Do what you can’. While limitations in spheres of control were recognised, most 
participants held the view that CPW did everything they could to support clients, and 
aimed to do their best to effect change, and meet the demands of the job. While consistent 
with a broader commitment to the work, this attitude also enabled an acknowledgment of 
the limitations and constraints of the work. Working from the position of doing the best one 
could, acknowledged the limits on a CPW capacity and the need to ensure they were able 
to sustain themselves in the work on an ongoing basis. This also indicated recognition of 
self-efficacy and continued agency in the work.  
 
… if you’ve done all that you humanly can to meet that child’s needs you can go 
away at the end of the day with a clear conscience. Whether the system supports 
you with that or not, as long as you know yourself you’ve done what you can, then 
you can cope. (M13) 
 
Knowing I’ve done the best I can, makes me feel resilient. (M23) 
 
Although recognising limits to capacity and locus of control, in seeking to do all they could, 
a limited number of participants also discussed this in terms of trying to influence the 
system. This included challenging decisions, providing input or feedback to inform system 
changes, or finding alternative approaches to the work to overcome constraints.  
 
Now I’m not as afraid … not as hesitant to voice my opinions and fight for what I 
believe is right, and … advocate as strongly as I can for … what I think is right for 
the client … it makes it easier to know that I’ve tried … I’ve done what I can. (M07) 
 
Power to dissent is important in a good culture (R06) 
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Central to the idea of doing what you can, was a view that CPW commit themselves fully 
while at work, but then need to leave work behind at the end of each day, creating a 
boundary between work and personal, and enabling rest and recovery. This enabled CPW 
to come back each day able to be fully committed, and dedicate themselves to the work. 
 
I think that comes down to you can only do what you can do, for me is a real 
grounding thing. I will try my hardest and give 110% but that’s all I can give. When I 
go home, separating that stuff, this is actually a job it is not my life. (M30)  
 
The ability to do the best one can and fully commitment at work was supported by an 
ability to take a broad view of the system in which the work occurred.  
 
The big picture: a systems approach. In discussing resilient CPW, having a systems 
view or approach and an ability to ‘see the bigger picture,’ and position themselves within 
this, was ascertained to contribute to resilience. Participants proposed that viewing their 
work in the context of the broader system, supported CPW to better understand their role 
and the breadth of, and limitations to, what they were able to do and achieve. Participant 
responses also implied this informed their work with clients, their attitude to change, and 
sense of control.  
 
Having good analytical skills, being able to understand complex systems helps, 
because you tend to be able to problem solve from that about where to put your 
energy and effort … there’s power in understanding systems … so that helps me a 
lot. (R06) 
 
A systems approach provided an understanding of the context of the work and the 
organisation, giving a CPW perspective on the system, processes and decision making. In 
considering the system and locus of control within the system, a broader perspective was 
viewed as likely to reduce a perception that individual CPW were solely at fault when 
things went wrong. This may have supported CPW to manage what has been referred to 
as a context with a culture of blame and fault finding.   
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We don’t work in a perfect system, and sometimes the system lets your kids down 
or lets you down, its no-ones fault. That’s the system we work in and that’s the best 
we’ve got. (R03)  
 
A systems view provided CPW a framework to consider their practice, supporting a long 
term perspective, and a more planned approach to their work, thereby reducing stressors. 
It also supported CPW to maintain a sense of the broader community, and place the work 
in the perspective of the broader population, rather than seeing the client group as the 
community norm.  
 
It is easy to think that everybody is like the clients that we deal with … it is a 
significant number, but compared to the general population you have to remember 
it’s actually a really small percentage of people. (M09) 
 
One participant suggested their big picture view was part of their professional framework 
which created a “constant struggle” (M23) working with others who did not share this 
framework. Alternatively others indicated a systems view allowed CPW to see how they 
could influence the system and relationships, to create change at case-work and broader 
levels. Both these views indicate the importance of the relational context whether this be in 
a situation of being in conflict with, rather supported by others in the workplace, or working 
with others to influence change.  
 
I’m a bit of a lateral thinker so I see myself as one person in a system, in a system, 
in a system, in a system. So if we’re going to create any change and get more kids 
going home, the way that you build those relationships is important. (M05) 
 
The views outlined above give support to the idea that having a broader or systems view 
contributes to resilience. It is possible that a systems perspective enables CPW to 
understand how to influence, or challenge the system, and thereby negotiate effectively 
within it, increasing their sense of locus of control, success, and satisfaction. Hence, 
approaches and opportunities that enable CPW to better understand the systems in which 
they work are valuable.  
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As suggested in this section participants identified a number of attitudes and approaches 
that were perceived as being exhibited by resilient CPW.  These were also identified as 
supportive of participants own resilience. When considering resilience and how 
participants perceived resilient CPW, particular behaviours and actions were also 
identified.  
Agency: Active approaches to achieving resilience  
The development and maintenance of resilience in CPW, was commonly identified by 
participants as involving and requiring action by CPW. In addition to attributes and 
attitudes particular actions were identified as characteristic of resilient staff. Participants 
were able to describe both the actions they took and what they observed of others who 
were perceived as resilient.  
 
Significant areas identified as supporting the development and maintenance of resilience 
were, a commitment to, and actively engaging in, learning and reflection. Reflection 
assisted the development and application of self-awareness, to learn from, and respond to, 
the challenges of the context. A range of self-care activities were also referred to, with the 
ability to plan and separate work and personal arenas identified as important to resilience. 
Self-efficacy enabling CPW to apply these strategies, raise and address concerns, and 
seek out appropriate support to respond to individual needs, was evident as contributing to 
resilience.  
 
Commitment to learning. A commitment to learning was often described by participants 
as an attitude of resilient CPW. Many participants reflected on the contribution of continual 
learning to the development and maintenance of resilience.  
 
It’s about learning, about improving … And part of that is if it’s just your framework 
that’s changed a bit, and you’re looking at something differently makes it fresher … 
I need to learn and … the learning is a big resilience thing for me. (R02) 
 
Some experienced learning as energising, supported them to maintain their work 
effectively. Others felt this made the work more manageable if they knew how to do a 
range of work roles, including tasks that may be the primary responsibility of others within 
the workgroup, enabling sharing of the workload across the workgroup and enabling them 
to respond to emergent situations.  
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… if there is a client that comes in with a different background or something that’s 
new, that’s when I get elevated again and … I get excited about learning about that. 
(M25) 
 
Learning occurred in a range of contexts including formal training, learning through 
experience, through supervision, through reflection and from colleagues.  While some 
participants identified difficulties accessing learning opportunities, particularly formal 
training, it was indicated that CPW needed to actively seek, and make time for learning 
and development. Supervision and sharing experiences with colleagues were important 
sources of learning that supported CPW to reflect and learn from their own experiences, 
and those of others.  
 
As a new [CPW] you need to quickly identify the areas that you need to improve on, 
whether that be getting some professional development or getting supervision to 
build on those skills, using the people and experience around you to develop. (M07) 
 
The resilient ones seem to shift each time, and make some learning from … having 
a stressful episode, … expressing it, talking about it, seeking assistance from the 
supervisor, working it through for a bit, and then moving on. (M08) 
 
A willingness to acknowledge that mistakes occur, and learn from these, was also 
identified as an important element of learning from experience. Resilience was identified 
as being enhanced where CPW were able to reflect on and learn from their mistakes, and 
those of others.   
 
You’ve got to be prepared to make mistakes, admit you’ve made a mistake and 
work out how to fix it … make it a learning for next time … It makes me feel stronger 
(M23) 
 
A willingness and ability to seek and accept feedback, and use this constructively was 
identified as part of a commitment to learning. Those described as non-resilient were 
identified as more likely to perceive feedback negatively. Alternatively, learning through 
constructive feedback assisted skill development, learning about self and resilience.   
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So to go back to resilience, people that can take constructive criticism, or 
constructive feedback and take it on board, and then change the way they do 
something in the future. (M10) 
 
The [CPW] that succeed to the highest level … are the ones that no matter where 
they’re at on that journey … they have a thirst for learning, and that learning is 
linked to self-reflection. (M03) 
 
As demonstrated, a commitment to personal and professional development through 
training, experience and use of feedback, in addition to CPW ability to reflect on their work 
and engage in self-reflection, were perceived as contributing to their resilience. This 
commitment to learning supported CPW adaptation to the challenges of the work, and 
response to change.  Both supervisors and colleagues were consistently seen as 
contributing to ongoing learning and reflection. This implies the significance of a learning 
culture within child protection organisations and the capability of supervisors and 
managers to provide and support ongoing learning opportunities for CPW.  
 
Reflection and self-awareness. A reflective approach, at both the personal and 
professional level, was relevant to resilience. Participants indicated resilient CPW sought 
to reflect on themselves and their work, developing insight and self-awareness.  
 
Resilience is really about that self-reflection and about reflecting on what your work 
day has been … what your work month has been … Making sure you strike a work 
life balance, learning from the experiences that you go through. (M05) 
 
Participants frequently discussed the importance and use of reflection. As reflection and 
self-awareness were consistently raised as important to resilience in interview one, this 
was further explored in interview two.  As indicated above, reflection supported learning 
and adaptation to meet the demands of the work. Linked to this was the importance of 
developing self-awareness of how the individual CPW operates with clients, the impact of 
the work on them, their triggers and reactions, and an understanding of their own self-care 
and support needs. While important, it was identified not all CPW were reflective. Although 
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not all participants explicitly referred to reflection or self-awareness, discussions about 
their work provided examples of self-awareness, and use of reflection.  
 
I feel like you don’t have to work as hard at being resilient when you first start out. 
Whereas now I feel … you get to the stage where you find yourself thinking about 
what you need to do. You’re … thinking, what else can I do in my life to help me 
with this, to make sure that I have a balance? (M09) 
 
Reflection on professional frameworks and practice was commonly raised by participants. 
This was seen to inform practice and influence resilience through developing a greater 
awareness of, and ability to, manage the challenges and adversities of the work.  
 
A personal commitment to developing resilience, a desire to reflect on yourself and 
to reflect on your own work and take some responsibly for your own growth in terms 
of resilience. (M08) 
 
… this job forces you and promotes you to be self-aware of how you’re working 
practices operate. (M05) 
 
Personal reflection, considering self within the work context, increased insight into the 
impact of the work on individual CPW. This insight also created an increased capacity to 
adapt to, and overcome the adversities inherent in the work, and the resultant impacts.  In 
particular, participants indicated that reflection assisted the processing of emotions 
resulting from the work. Reflection also contributed to ongoing learning, an awareness of 
‘strengths and weaknesses in the role’ (M01), and the ability to adapt to the changing 
context, and client diversity.   
  
The child protection work is what we do, but the work of resilience behind that is the 
stuff that comes out of self-reflection. A capacity to process the work that you’ve 
done, and reflect on it, and acknowledge what was working, and what wasn’t 
working, and grow from it, and continue to develop. (M08) 
 
That self-reflection is probably a part of being resilient and learning from your 
experiences, learning from your good and your bad experiences. (M25) 
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The use of supervision, or discussions with colleagues was identified as supporting 
reflection, in relation to both practice and the impacts of, and responses to, the work for 
CPW. Reflective conversations with supervisors or colleagues, either formally or informally 
were viewed as a core element of encouraging and enabling reflection by CPW reflection.   
 
If self-reflection’s not there, being able to have the difficult conversations to try and 
get people to reflect … being able to go, “hey, can I point something out for you,” 
and doing that in a fairly safe, non-judgemental way, that’s always the balance. 
(M03) 
 
… you have to be able to reflect on situations … how you do that I suppose again is 
an individual thing. … I’d much prefer to talk it out with colleagues and figure out 
how.  If I’ve got it out then it’s not something I’m taking home with me. (M07) 
 
An integral part of the reflection was the development of self-awareness, with most 
participants referring to self-awareness. Important elements of self-awareness were, 
understanding the impacts of the work on oneself, the physical and emotional responses 
to the work, and how to address these. This then, not only informed self-care, but also how 
CPW interacted with each other and clients, particularly when stressed. This is likely to 
assist in developing effective relationships to enhance work with clients, and enable 
development of better support networks within the workplace. The most commonly 
referred to areas for self-awareness were how they relate to others, preferences and work 
style, emotional reactions to the work, and the physical response of the body indicating 
stress. Consistent with this the need to be aware of personal triggers that could make 
working with particular clients or cases problematic, or cause strong emotional reactions 
was also raised.  
 
So if they get to the point where they have that self-awareness then they’re able to 
recognise where … and how that actually affects their behaviour, that affects … 
how they relate to people, then that’s one of the ways that they’ll be able to 
recognise that they can change and how to do so. (M17) 
 
118 
 
Resilience in that context I think would be being more aware of what you’re limits 
are, what things that you need to put in place and noticing within yourself (R05) 
 
In addition to being aware of personal styles, triggers and reactions, self-awareness was 
viewed by some as supporting the development of responses that assisted in the 
management of stressors, and adaptation to situations. On occasion, the response 
identified was to accept or let go of the concern. Having trusting relationships with others 
and being able to talk to them, was again identified as contributing to addressing the 
personal challenges in the work, adapting to situations and developing resilience.  
     
its knowing myself too. I have a couple of people at work that I will go to … letting 
them know what’s going on for me … talking with them and then talking through 
strategies about what I can let go in terms of I’m not going to manage all of it. (M30) 
 
It was evident from participant comments that CPW who lacked self-awareness and insight 
would encounter difficulties and may burnout. A lack of insight was identified as an 
attribute of non-resilient CPW. This included references to those lacking insight, not being 
open or open to change, or being stuck.  
 
And that person would have no real insight … they see themselves as a bit of a 
target … I don’t know that there’s a lot of reflection (M01) 
 
As indicated by the comments above, reflection and self-awareness were vital to 
acknowledging and understanding the situations, issues, emotions, and stressors faced in 
the work, the impact of the work on individual CPW. Although understanding and 
acknowledgement were important in themselves the critical element was to enable CPW to 
learn, adapt and respond to situations, stressors and reactions to improve their practice 
and their ability to manage the personal impacts. This was part of an active process of 
managing and overcoming the challenges of child protection work and developing 
resilience.  This ability to be resilient and overcome the personal impact of the work is also 
supported by CPW ability to separate work from their personal lives.  
 
Managing boundaries. The ability to effectively separate work and personal life was 
identified as important to resilience by all but one participant. This was discussed by some 
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in terms of achieving work-life balance, but there was a much greater focus on the 
separation of work and home, as part of managing the personal impact of the work on 
CPW. This creation of boundaries between personal and professional, involved an 
emotional or psychological separation, being able to maintain objectivity, and having a ‘life 
outside of work’, as well as the ability to separate these in a practical sense.  
 
… you would need to just be grounded and to have a sense of yourself in all of that, 
a recognition that you can’t change everything, and that you are able to separate 
work from personal. I think that’s been absolutely crucial for me in surviving, thriving 
… In the field it has been good debriefing, good separation between work and 
home, and it’s one of the reasons that I would always strongly resist working from 
home. (M01) 
 
The ability to separate the personal and professional was supported by CPW identifying 
themselves as professionals, and being able to separate their role from self. This view was 
expressed by many participants. The importance of maintaining interests outside of work 
was an element of maintaining a good work-life balance and boundaries. This assisted 
CPW to separate psychologically and emotionally from work when in their personal life 
arenas, and sustain the emotional energy to engage in child protection work over time.  
 
I do have my own life to worry about and … it’s a parent’s responsibility to really get 
their stuff together and do something for their child so I don’t take their responsibility 
on board, apart from my professional role. … My concern is to be a professional 
person in a role, to work myself in that role to the best of my ability and within the 
constraints of my job (M05) 
 
We come under fire quite a lot from parents … they can be personal attacks, they 
can be around the job that we do, and I think it’s really … important to separate your 
personality, and who you are, from the role that you need to do. And people that are 
able to do that I think can handle it better. (M07) 
 
The achievement of good work-life balance was identified as one approach to achieving 
this separation. Practically, work-life balance involved not taking work into the personal 
arena, and not working extended hours to the point this impacted on CPW personal lives. 
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It was suggested some CPW did long hours, or took work home on a regular basis, and 
therefore did not get the opportunity to refresh, limiting their ability to sustain the energy 
needed for the work. Two participants discussed how the ability to maintain work-life 
balance was supported, or undermined, by workplace cultures.  
 
So, people are there till 9 o’clock at night and then back the next day and I just think 
that work life-balance and the culture that’s created definitely affects how people 
learn to be resilient (M07)  
 
Socialising with colleagues was also discussed in the context of maintaining other 
interests. Most who raised this, suggested that while collegiate relationships were 
important in the work context, they preferred not to socialise with colleagues, as 
conversations with colleagues often focused on work, extending the time, and exposure to 
work related matters. This was not consistent, with some participants experiencing 
socialising with colleagues as supportive.  
 
I used to socialise a fair bit with work colleagues, which I’ve probably learned from 
that that’s not healthy … you’re talking work all the time. … I’ve definitely learned 
not to do that. It just creates more issues once you cross that personal-professional 
boundary. (M04) 
 
While the issue of personal professional boundaries was relevant to work-life balance, of 
greater significance to resilience, was being able leave work at work in a psychological 
and emotional sense. This contributed to managing work related stress and maintaining 
the emotional strength required. This was described in terms of a ‘mental shift’ between 
work and home so as to ‘leave work at work’. The separation of personal and professional 
was described as a conscious process that was actively developed. Although this became 
easier over time, it was apparent this was an ongoing process for CPW, and how this was 
achieved and managed was very individual.  
 
For me being able to … ensure that it’s still work is work, and you can go home and 
have family. I think that’s a really big thing about being resilient … I have my own 
strategies in terms of how I do that. For me that is what it is all about, being able to 
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come, put it in a box and leave it on a shelf, and put it away and not think about it. 
(M07) 
 
The management of the emotional impact of the work involved the development of 
strategies for containment to assist CPW to leave work behind at the end of the day. While 
some participants spoke of detaching from the work, this approach related to the 
management of the stress and emotional and psychological impact as containment rather 
than dissociation. To manage this well, the use of self-awareness and reflection, and the 
development of individually specific strategies were central. Key strategies described by 
participants were: the use of rituals; the creation of space (mental and physical) between 
self and work; visualisations, such as putting things in boxes or taking a jacket off; and 
distraction, particularly listening to music. Another frequently used approach was 
debriefing with a supervisor or colleagues before leaving the office. Even though many 
CPW used strategies to achieve this separation, it was acknowledged by some that at 
times their capacity to achieve the separation was limited, and the strategies they had 
developed were not successful. This was demonstrated by participants who spoke of 
cases and experiences that affected them, and that it was common for CPW to think about 
work at home. Only one participant suggested they never thought about work matters 
outside of work.   
 
But you do get the odd case, or the five to five call ... So then you go home … 
thinking, ‘oh my god … what’s going to happen?’ So all weekend it was sort of, pop, 
you’d be off doing you’re normal weekend things but it would pop in and you’re 
aware of it and think, ‘oh this isn’t good,’ …. So you have those ones, everybody 
has those. (M01) 
 
An inability to separate work and personal, was identified as an attribute of non-resilient 
CPW. This was identified as contributing to a loss of objectivity and personalising client 
interactions, such as perceiving abusive behaviour by clients as directed at the individual 
CPW. 
 
When people personalise scrutiny or personalise abuse then that’s … when you 
start to see the cracks, because that’s someone attacking you as a person, not the 
job you’re doing (M18) 
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The people who we work with, their lives don’t end at between 9 and 5, so being 
able to not think about that. I’ve watched a few people over the past 12 months … 
that haven’t been able to do that so well, and can’t continue to work, and have gone 
on to other things because they’re not able to put that stuff in a box, and they go 
home and they can’t leave work where it is. And that, I suppose, leads to burnout 
and … not being able to cope with it. (M07) 
 
Some participants referred to the ability to separate work and personal arenas as 
something CPW learned on the job. While this skill is learned it was also suggested it is 
difficult to teach as successful strategies differed across individuals. Even so, some 
participants advised that the assistance of supervisors and colleagues was important and 
helpful in exploring options. This highlights an important area of supervisor capability to 
support CPW resilience. 
 
As suggested by the comments above, the ability to mentally separate from work 
supported by good work-life balance and enjoyment of other elements of their lives, are 
important to being resilient. In achieving this, not only are personal strategies important but 
the support of colleagues and supervision processes also strongly contributed.  The role of 
workplace culture and workload expectations and support at time of critical cases also 
affect the ability of CPW to maintain appropriate boundaries. The identification and use of 
self-care strategies may also support this.  
 
Self-care. CPW who were described as resilient were perceived as actively managing 
their self-care by several participants. Although not consistently raised by participants this 
may indicate active approaches to self-care may be a helpful strategy for maintaining 
resilience. The ability to undertake self-care was linked to self-awareness as increasing 
the consciousness of points of pressure, and enabling informed responses. Active self-
care was highlighted through descriptions of the strategies used to manage the pressures 
of the work.  
 
Knowing when you’ve hit that point again, when you need a break, knowing when 
you need to debrief with someone and it’s ok if you are impacted by something. I 
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think that’s a big thing to go yeah the work we do is pretty crap and it’s ok that I’m 
feeling it, and seeking out support when you do hit a particular point like that. (M18) 
 
As part of self-care discussions the importance of being aware of when they needed time 
off, and to take a break when needed, was primarily discussed in interview one. Many of 
these recognised the need to plan and take regular breaks from the work, whether this 
was for a day or longer periods leave to rest and recover.  
 
… that longevity stuff is closely linked to your resilience, because no matter how 
strong, and how innate your levels of armour in terms of resilience are, if you don’t 
take those regular breaks, you might be able to do it for a couple of years even but 
it’ll start to chip away at you. … the resilience is strongly linked to being able to take 
a step back and recharge your batteries. (M03)  
 
Even though the importance of regular breaks was recognised some participants 
suggested they were not very good at taking these, or were reluctant to do so, because of 
the stress of additional work to ensure tasks had been completed, before they took leave, 
or returning to additional work that had built up while they were away. While some were 
reluctant to take longer breaks, the workplace culture could encourage and support CPW 
to limit undertaking additional hours and take regular breaks. This is indicative of workload 
pressures, and the need for organisational responses which support effective leave 
arrangements. 
 
The use of debriefing, both formal and informal was an extensively used self-care strategy 
of resilient CPW. This may be informal discussions with colleagues, accessing supervision 
or accessing counselling where required. The use of debriefing was referred to by most 
participants. Debriefing was viewed as helpful to process emotional reactions and a way of 
accessing support.  A willingness to debrief when the work was perceived to have a 
personal impact on CPW, suggests a need for self-awareness and recognition of the 
impact of the work, and a willingness to acknowledge their vulnerability in relation to the 
specific circumstances, event or client.  
 
Quite often if we go out on a nasty job obviously our [supervisor] is there and we 
have a debrief following it, they’re things to try and help you become resilient so 
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you’re not taking it home, it’s not playing on your mind, you’re able to debrief and 
obviously identify if there’s any issues that its causing you or not. (M12) 
 
As indicated above, supervisors and colleagues are the primary source of debriefing 
support. The use of debriefing requires CPW to seek out, and respond to, offers of 
support. To support the active management of the impacts and respond to the challenges 
of the work the self-efficacy of resilient CPW emerged as having significance to resilience.  
 
Self-efficacy. As indicated by participant perceptions of the attributes, attitudes and 
behaviours of resilient CPW, high self-efficacy was evidenced. A sense of self-efficacy 
which includes the exertion of self-control, responsiveness and decision making capacity 
has been suggested as contributing to resilience (Lemay & Gahazal, 2001, p. 6) and CPW 
retention (Ellett 2007). Self-efficacy was not expressed as a concept by participants, but 
rather emerged from views about resilient CPW as those who took an active approach to 
being resilient and meeting both personal, and client needs.  
 
They’ll come to you for support, they’ll come to you for guidance, they’ll come to you 
and debrief. (M03) 
 
Using those strategies in the crisis point came from the resilience stuff. You know 
they’re in place already, and having those, and asking those questions, moves 
through to coming out the other side. (M08) 
 
Resilient CPW were commonly identified by participants as those who were aware of, and 
acknowledged their strengths, limitations, and needs. These CPW were more likely to be 
proactive in planning their work, planning to meet their professional and personal needs, 
and developing strategies to respond to these needs. This included: actively seeking and 
engaging in supervision and professional development; reflecting on their strengths, 
weaknesses and needs and identifying how to address these; seeking support when 
needed; and seeking time off or alternative roles or activities when then needed a break.  
 
Finding time for supervision … for those who can’t actively go out and seek it and 
find it themselves, it can be difficult. (M07) 
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It was really about just managing the tasks and getting some support and 
assistance with things that I needed and being able to verbalise that too. (M30) 
 
While many discussed actively developing and using strategies to manage the demands of 
the work, and their self-care needs, discussion of being proactive was raised more 
frequently in interview two. Specific proactive strategies in relation to the work included 
workload and time management, predictive planning, risk assessment and planning for 
client contact. It was suggested this reduced anxiety and the risk faced in some client 
interactions. 
 
Resilient CPW were also seen as those who advocated on clients’ behalf to achieve 
desired outcomes, even where they were not the decision makers. They were also able to 
challenge clients and their supervisors or others in relation to case or work decisions.  
 
… if you feel really passionate about something, or you feel like something really 
needs to happen differently to move your case forward … then I’ll pipe up about it. 
(M05) 
 
Being outspoken in term of injustices in the system to the children, being able to do 
that, really makes me feel resilient and feel strong. (M23) 
 
Whilst having high self-efficacy, resilient CPW were also described as being able to 
identify and express their vulnerabilities. Vulnerability, particularly emotional vulnerability 
was seen as a normal part of the experiences of CPW. While accepting times of 
vulnerability and strong emotional reactions, participants suggested active strategies were 
used to work through this and achieve a more robust emotional state. This enabled them 
to acknowledge the impacts, respond to these, and continue with the work. When 
discussing the approach of resilient CPW when difficulties arose, a majority of participants 
referred to the need to acknowledge and accept they would face difficulties and 
experience emotional responses at times. Some spoke of the importance of permission for 
this in the culture of the workplace and having safe people and a safe space for emotional 
expression.  
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What’s important in terms of my resilience is the capacity to go into someone’s 
office and have a little cry when I need to and I’ve done that … Recognising when 
you need to and going and doing it, and having someone safe that you can do it 
with. (M08) 
 
I think that you certainly need to be able to communicate with the people that you 
need support from. So, being actually able to say hey I’m struggling with this 
situation or this particular case. (M09) 
 
While the value of being able to accept and express vulnerability was identified, many 
participants commented on emotional vulnerability, a lack of emotional regulation and the 
level of emotional engagement of people who were not resilient. These participants 
referred to CPW who were fragile or emotionally vulnerable, CPW seeking to have their 
emotional needs met by the work, and rescuers who wanted to save children.  
 
I think just getting a bit too emotional can often lead to a bit of burnout. (M21) 
 
The understanding of resilient CPW is demonstrated above as those who had particular 
attributes, but who presented with positive attitudes, understood their role and the 
limitations, and were respectful of clients. They were also those who were active in their 
ongoing learning and development, and the management of the pressures of the work. In 
contrast as indicated in examples provided non-resilient CPW were described as more 
fearful and anxious, and lacking many of these attributes.  
Conclusion 
Participant descriptions of resilience were aligned with common definitions including 
consideration of the maintenance of effective functioning, bouncing back and adaptation. 
The theme of adaptation was evident throughout participant definitions with a need to 
acknowledge difficulties, respond, work through difficulties and impacts, and move 
forward, commonly identified.  
 
Through the views expressed by participants it is clear that resilience in individual CPW is 
based on more than personality. It was evident that the majority of participants saw 
resilience as a combination of personal qualities and learned abilities, and approaches. 
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Most participants identified attributes, attitudes, and behaviours that contributed to CPW 
being perceived as resilient.  
 
CPW identified as resilient were more likely to have some particular personal attributes but 
these were not identified consistently across the participant group. Attributes most 
commonly identified were: having a sense of humour; being determined or persistent; 
having a calm demeanour; having positive self-esteem; presenting as confident; having 
personal or emotional strength; and having a positive outlook.  
 
Some personal qualities identified by participants, aligned with commonly held views of 
resilient individuals. Even where there was alignment with qualities of resilience between 
those described in research and those identified by participants, those discussed by 
participants were often broader in nature and influenced by contextual factors. For 
example participants were more likely to portray positivity, tempered by realism, in relation 
to the nature of the work, rather than optimism as a quality of resilience. Many qualities 
were presented in the context of the work environment, such as how humour was used 
rather than a sense of humour in itself, contributing to resilience. This would imply that 
although personal disposition may be a contributing factor, by itself it does not determine 
resilience. 
 
CPW viewed as resilient by participants were also seen to have a range of attitudes that 
enabled them to effectively manage the child protection context. It was noted these 
attitudes could be learned or developed over time. Attitudes and approaches viewed as 
important to resilience included: having a strong focus on clients and working from a 
position of maintaining the dignity of clients; being empathic and use of empathy with 
clients; accepting and being able to work with and adapt to change; CPW having a sense 
of both their internal and external locus of control and being able to effectively work within 
or challenge areas of limitation; working to continually apply their best effort; having a 
systems or big picture view; and having a commitment to learning and reflection.  
 
The development and application of these attitudes and approaches were consistently 
discussed in the context of relationships. The attitudes identified affected the way CPW 
approached the work, and managed the interactions and relationships with others 
including clients, colleagues, supervisors, and the organisation more broadly. The way 
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individuals approached and managed the changing nature of the context, the constraints 
of a statutory environment, and the conflictual nature of much of the work with many 
clients, were particularly important.  
 
Agency was identified as a feature of resilience, with resilient CPW applying agency in 
their work with clients and in their management of self. Those individuals perceived as 
resilient were seen to be active in developing and maintaining their resilience, and 
believed they would get through difficulties, indicating self-efficacy. Resilient CPW were 
more likely to actively engage in ongoing learning and development, reflect on their work 
and personal approaches to support their ongoing learning, and adapt to provide more 
effective approaches. These CPW also actively sought and used support when needed.  
Some areas that were important areas of learning and development for CPW to become 
resilient were identified. The development of strategies to effectively manage personal-
professional boundaries was commonly cited as supportive of resilience. Similarly the use 
of reflective approaches and development of self-awareness to improve practice and self-
management was supportive of resilience.   
 
The role of supervisors and the organisation more broadly were identified as influencing 
resilience across a range of the elements identified. This intimates the need for supervisor 
capability in facilitating approaches and support arrangement that assist resilience. The 
workplace and organisational culture also need to be considered.   
 
As demonstrated by the views of resilient CPW outlined, resilience was more than 
personality. The perception of resilient individuals also suggests resilience occurred in 
context and was an active process requiring individuals to manage the challenges of the 
context and seek to develop and maintain their resilience. Participant perceptions of 
resilient CPW suggested they actively sought relationships through their approach to 
clients, supervisors, and colleagues that supported their resilience. This will be further 
explored in Chapter 7 where influences on the resilience of CPW are considered.  
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Chapter 7: Experiences of resilience 
 
If child protection organisations are to develop strategies that promote and support 
resilient CPW, there is a need to understand what influences this resilience, including what 
supports the development and maintenance of resilience, and what may undermine 
resilience. As indicated in the conceptual framework a range of contextual influences are 
likely to impact CPW resilience, and therefore the experiences and perceptions of CPW 
can provide insights into approaches to improve resilience, and  inform organisational 
consideration of and responses to these influences. An improved understanding of how 
CPW understand resilience and the influences of their work context, can also inform 
individuals about how they can actively contribute to developing and maintaining their own 
resilience.   
 
As discussed in Chapter 6 this study explored how participants understood resilience and 
their perceptions of the attributes, attitudes and actions of resilient CPW. The study also 
explored what participants perceived to influence the development and maintenance of 
resilience in frontline CPW to better understand: what is perceived as affecting the 
development and maintenance of resilience in CPW; and what can be done to promote 
and support the development of a resilient child protection workforce?  
 
Participant understandings suggest resilience could be developed rather than solely being 
an innate feature of personality. In participant discussions, a number of situations and 
experiences were identified as influencing resilience. This chapter will consider participant 
perceptions of how resilience is developed and what influences the resilience of CPW in 
the context of child protection. Consideration is also given to specific elements of the 
context including the relevance of social support and other personal and organisational 
factors identified as relevant to the development and maintenance of resilience in CPW. 
Participant perceptions and experiences informed the exploration of influences on, and 
processes of resilience. In examining influences on resilience, there was some alignment 
with, and reinforcement of the understandings of resilience examined in Chapter 6. This 
chapter builds on these understandings, providing additional insights. 
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Resilience: State or process? 
As outlined in Chapter 6 participant perceptions of resilience indicated that most 
understood that resilience was not solely a personality trait, but could be learned and 
developed, although this may be supported by having particular attributes. In addition the 
descriptions of resilient CPW indicated these individuals were likely to have a sense of 
self-efficacy and were active in developing and maintaining their own resilience. 
Consistent with theoretical understandings of resilience the recognition of overcoming 
adversity was recognised as central to the process of resilience.  
 
You can’t suddenly be resilient when you’ve never been resilient before and you’ve 
never actually beat, surmounted a challenge before. It doesn’t work that way. (M17) 
 
Aligned with current theoretical understandings which are increasingly focused on the 
process of resilience, (Greene, 2002b), participant views were that resilient CPW actively 
engaged in processes to develop and maintain their resilience. In exploring the 
understanding of resilience, and therefore the ability to consider the ability to effect CPW 
resilience, participants were asked about their understanding of whether resilience was 
stable, developed or changed over time.  
 
Participants consistently discussed resilience as a process, perceiving their resilience and 
that of other CPW, as fluctuating over time, influenced by individual attributes, 
characteristics and dispositions, experiences, events, others, and organisational context. 
In considering resilience of CPW, the specific contextual influences on the development 
and maintenance of resilience, and the impacts of these were described. This confirmed 
that although innate characteristics may contribute to resilience, in the child protection 
context, resilience also required learned skills and attributes, attitudes, and approaches, 
which are influenced by personal and workplace experiences.  
 
In interview one, participants were asked whether resilience was stable or changed. Only 
three participants suggested resilience did not change through statements such as:  
 
I’m not sure it changes as such, I think we might learn new skills but I think … in 
many ways it’s inbuilt (M15). 
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Most participants perceived resilience as changing over time. These changes were 
described in terms of fluctuations, increases and decreases in resilience in response to a 
range of factors and experiences.  
 
I don’t think you’ve got permanent resilience. I think multiple factors can impact. 
(M01) 
 
It’s unlikely that you’re going to have a stable period of resilience ever, because 
that’s life, and that’s about being realistic … there are circumstantial and 
consequence dependent things that impact on your life. (M05) 
 
Several of the participants who spoke about increases in resilience, spoke of the 
development of resilience in the role enhanced by experience and skill development, 
particularly for new CPW. Several participants also spoke of experiencing periods of 
increased resilience, or observing this in other CPW.  
 
I’ve seen a definite developmental pathway for new staff around resilience (R06) 
Your resilience adapts and changes as you grow as a person and as you develop 
skills and abilities. (M17) 
 
I think my resilience has grown, changed that way. … I’m a lot more resilient in 
terms of my stress levels. (M18) 
 
Similarly some participants referred to other changes in resilience. Changes discussed 
included times when participants considered their resilience, or that of their colleagues, 
had been lower than at the time of the interview or other periods when resilience was 
perceived to have decreased.  
 
I’ve seen people who’ve stayed and are really good workers but have periods of 
time, and I’ve been guilty of this myself, … where’re they’re just not functioning. 
(M11)  
 
I think the periods when I was less resilient … coincided a lot with, as I said before, 
micro-management … but I stick it out. I don’t run away from it. (M13)  
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Even those who indicated their resilience was stable also discussed the development of 
their resilience over time. For example M12 indicated their resilience had not changed but 
went on to say their “resilience to seeing nasty things” had developed and also suggested 
someone new to the department would learn resilience as they were exposed to the  job. 
This was also reflected by R03 who stated “I don’t know if it’s something you can learn, 
something you can build on” but later went on to say their resilience increased and spoke 
of times they had felt less resilient.  
 
While consistently viewed as a process and subject to change, how this occurred was not 
understood in the same way by all. The variations in resilience were suggested by some to 
be situational being “different in different contexts,” (M03). In contrast others indicated 
resilience was consistent across different areas of an individual’s life stating: 
 
I think true resilience is about all aspects of your life, showing the same level of 
resilience, I don’t think it’s possible to be more resilient in your work life than it is in 
your home life (M17).  
 
As the majority described resilience consistent with a process view in the initial interview, 
in interview two participants were asked about their understanding of the process of 
resilience and what being resilient was like. In their response, not only was resilience 
consistently seen as changing over time, but participant experiences of resilience 
portrayed the process.  
 
You learn more about yourself in relation to crisis events and how to become more 
resilient and you become practiced at it … But as a process … it’s more like life has 
its ups and downs and when you’re at the top you peddle slower, and when you’re 
at the bottom you’re resilience is going to have to peddle quite fast to get back up to 
the top … Then you have a crisis event and you’re going to have to use you’re 
resilience to kick in and peddle really hard to get back up to the top.  And you learn 
more about yourself in relation to when to peddle and when you can coast and what 
you did well last time. And you learn more about yourself in relation to the event that 
was the crisis. … there’s some content learning and some process learning … 
you’re never going to get to the point where you can go I am good on the resilience 
front and I can stop working on that …. It’s an active process. (M08) 
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It was evident from some responses that participants were more aware of the concept of 
resilience through their involvement in this study, and had reflected on this. In interview 
two participants were asked about any insights or learning they had about resilience. The 
process of resilience was evident in the responses. Several participants indicated that 
resilience was different for different CPW and referred to the fluctuation of resilience over 
time, including the development of resilience through experience and learning.  How 
people sought and used support, and a belief that with assistance adversity could be 
overcome were identified, and reflected participant’s experiences of the process of 
resilience.   
 
As outlined above, the predominating view of participants was that resilience was a 
process. Even those who expressed a view of resilience as innate or a state, also 
described the development of or changes to resilience when discussing their experiences. 
This is consistent with more recent theoretical understandings of resilience. In describing 
this process, participants discussed a range of influences on the development and 
maintenance of resilience, supporting or undermining it over time.   
Influences on resilience 
Consistent with the process understanding of resilience, participants outlined a range of 
influences on the capacity of CPW to be resilient and changes to their resilience. Some 
perceived influences related to the individual, such as qualifications, experience and skills, 
and individual personal circumstances. Community influences were also identified 
although these were less important. Additionally a range of influences related to the work 
context were identified including colleagues, supervisors, workplace culture and 
organisational factors. Influences that were seen to be significant to CPW resilience are 
outlined below. 
Personal influences 
As identified in Chapter 6 personal attributes, attitudes and actions contributed to 
resilience. Other intra and interpersonal influences were also identified as relevant to the 
development and maintenance of resilience. Among personal influences, qualifications, 
work and life experience, personal history and personal circumstances, including personal 
relationships, were identified as significant.  
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The Queensland child protection department has a mandatory qualification requirement for 
CPW who are required to hold a behavioural sciences degree relevant to work with 
children and families. All participants in this study had a relevant degree qualification. Of 
those who indicated their qualification, most had qualifications in social work, psychology 
or human services. Given the range of relevant degrees, skills and practice frameworks 
vary across CPW. Overall there was limited discussion about specific qualifications 
appropriate for the work but the need for qualifications, professional frameworks and skills 
were identified by over half of the participants as beneficial.  
 
It’s the right qualifications and the right training and that where staff don’t have 
those right qualifications and training they come to the department without the 
capacity to do the work that keeps you resilient. (M08) 
 
I do think that having tertiary education does help with that building that resilience ... 
Being resilient is understanding those basic frameworks of families and the 
struggles that a lot of the clients that do come into contact with us have.  (M25) 
 
Professional and general work skills were both identified as supportive of resilience. 
Frequently mentioned general skills were, organisational skills, prioritisation, time-
management, and planning. Professional skills identified included: engagement and 
relationship building; communication skills and risk assessment. Reflective practice was of 
high importance with frequent reference to reflective approaches. Similar to previous 
discussions of learning, the development of skills through actively seeking opportunities, 
and the support of others, were linked to developing resilience.  
 
Although some participants identified qualifications and skills as important, these were 
generally not seen as fully equipping people for the work, as a relevant degree does not 
mean people are well suited to the work or would be able to become resilient CPW.  It was 
also recognised that for some, the job fit was not right, regardless of qualifications. The 
importance of having realistic expectations was proposed as improving likely job fit. 
Professional experience, practice wisdom and specific skills were also identified as 
important to the ability to do the work and develop resilience. Others discussed a need for 
maturity and life experience in addition to specific skills. Life experience that assisted 
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people to understand families and challenges in parenting were specifically identified by a 
few participants.  
 
Definitely life experience and a bit of maturity obviously helps people to be more 
resilient to probably the stressors in this job. (M12) 
 
Your resilience adapts and changes as you grow as a person and as you develop 
skills and abilities. The more experienced you get the better your skills get, the 
more resilience you have and the better you're able to adjust your shielding, so to 
speak, for all those emotions. (M17) 
 
While maturity and life experience were identified as beneficial, this was not always seen 
as ensuring resilience. Where CPW personal history involved substantial adversity or 
trauma, this was identified by some as helpful where the individual had processed and 
resolved personal issues. As indicated in Chapter 6, where individuals had not addressed 
and resolved their personal history they were perceived to be more likely to over-identify 
with clients, and less likely to manage the emotional content of the work, which could 
undermine resilience. 
 
I’ve seen people come here because they were abused as children and sometimes 
that works well but it’s about how they’ve processed it, how they’ve dealt with their 
own experiences of trauma. But if they’re reliving that, and trying to save all these 
children, it just doesn’t mix within … our barriers. (M04) 
 
The benefits of experience across a range of roles within child protection work, was also 
identified as supporting the development and maintenance of resilience. Experiencing a 
range of roles supported skill development, and provided an opportunity for people to 
maintain enthusiasm for the work.  
 
While staying in the child protection field I’ve changed my role many, many times, 
and that’s kept me in child protection work overall for all these years. (M13) 
 
In addition to influences related to the individual, personal circumstances were identified 
as influences on resilience of CPW.  
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Life experience, including adverse experiences, can impact on resilience. An individual’s 
personal circumstances while working in the child protection context were also identified 
as possible influences on the resilience of CPW by participants. This included personal 
relationships. Many participants spoke about stress or challenges for CPW in their 
personal life as being a negative influence on resilience, whereas when things were going 
well in their personal life the maintenance of resilience was easier.  
 
I definitely think things happening in people’s personal lives dent their resilience as 
well … It can sometimes be a bit of a perfect storm for people if they’re having a lot 
of personal troubles and then at the same time they’re experiencing … stress at 
work without support, and then maybe without support people in their personal life 
… it will all implode. (M02) 
 
In contrast personal life circumstances could also be seen as a positively influencing 
resilience. These could support and reinforce positive elements of life, and provide 
balance to some of the negative work experiences.  
 
I don’t have many kids in my personal life, but the ones that are they are really 
normal happy children who are very well cared for. So kind of remembering … there 
are kids out there who have really great parents, that’s the norm, not what we see 
every day. (M09) 
 
As suggested in Chapter 6, self-efficacy and individual agency enhance resilience. The 
willingness and ability to seek, and access, to a range of supportive mechanisms was 
perceived as positively influencing the development and maintenance of resilience in 
CPW. The ability to maintain boundaries between personal and professional life, and 
seeking work life balance, with work being part, rather than, the only focus of life for 
participants, was an element of this.  
 
The support of family and friends and how this influences resilience was another area of a 
CPW personal life discussed by most participants. This was more often raised by 
participants in interview one than in interview two. The influence of their upbringing on their 
resilience was raised by only a few of participants, whereas references to the importance 
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of a supportive family were common. Family and friends provided emotional and practical 
support outside of the workplace, and assisted CPW to maintain work-life balance.  
 
Enjoying time with family and friends was described as helpful in managing the boundaries 
between work and home life and ensuring individuals enjoyed life outside of work. This 
was evidenced in participant perceptions of resilient CPW. While the support of family and 
friends was frequently seen as valuable to maintaining resilience, some participants 
indicated family and friends may undermine resilience. Two participants spoke of particular 
difficulties, one having had relationship difficulties and another who was supporting family 
with personal issues. One participant also referred to situations where CPW family 
members were not supportive of them doing this type of work. Additionally, the concerns of 
family and friends about CPW safety could result in family being less supportive of CPW 
staying in the field.  
 
It is important to have people in your personal life who … have an understanding of 
the work that you do. That you can be open with them about, sometimes it is going 
to be a really hard job and there are going to be times when I’m going to come 
home, and I just want to cry or just want to not talk to you … for them to understand 
that it is a bit different to a lot of other jobs. (M09) 
 
In discussing support from family and friends, a few participants indicated they and their 
colleagues talked to family about their work within the limits of confidentiality. There were 
three participants in particular who indicated they found it helpful to talk to family or friends 
who worked in a similar field, and therefore understood the difficulties faced. In contrast, 
while support of family and friends was valued, there were limits to the value of discussing 
work matters and cases with family. The reasons for not discussing work with family and 
friends included, a perception those not involved in the work were unlikely to understand 
the difficulties and experiences faced, or not wanting to distress, traumatise or cause them 
concern. One participant indicated in interview one that it was not helpful to talk to family 
members about work. In interview two they referred to talking to family members when 
they were under pressure, where this focused on how they were feeling. This may relate to 
the role of intimate relationships in providing emotional support, rather than debriefing and 
processing their experiences. 
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No-one really understands what you do. Your partner tries to understand … and 
generally partners are supportive. But really, the only people that really get it are the 
people that are doing it with you, in the trenches so to speak. (M03) 
 
I do find that hard because there’s not a lot you can say, a summary of it, but a lot of 
the time people don’t understand. Unless you do this job you just don’t understand. 
(M15) 
 
I know when I first started work I wanted to talk through a bunch of stuff with 
[partner] about what was happening for me … He didn’t have the capacity to put a 
boundary around it for himself, and he was traumatised by the stuff I was talking to 
him about. (M08) 
 
Whilst many did not discuss work with family members the support of family was still 
perceived as important. Acknowledgment and valuing of the work done by CPW was an 
element of this support. This could also be practical support in time of high stress, such as 
picking up children or managing household tasks, being tolerant of long hours, or the 
provision of emotional support when CPW experience, or are exposed to traumatic events.  
 
My partner is a good support, they know that after a bad day there are times when I 
might need to come home and have a vent, and rather than interrogate and 
question, they just allow space for me to be able to do that. It’s good to be able to 
that release. (M07) 
 
Some participants spoke of being conscious of, and limiting the amount of, time spent 
socialising with colleagues, or having colleagues in their friendship circle. Of the few who 
spoke about being friends, and socialising, with colleagues, most were from a rural area. 
While these participants indicated this was a source of support, others suggested this was 
unhealthy and undermined their resilience, as indicated in Chapter 6, as it perpetuated 
exposure to work issue rather than providing respite from them.  
 
We socialise outside of work so it’s almost like you’ve got … a friend and they’re not 
just a colleague … it’s almost like you can have a worst day in the world and … you 
kind of know that someone else understands you’re exact experience. (M21) 
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… the majority of my social interactions have been with non-departmental people … 
because you get a group of departmental people together, naturally it turns into a 
work talk. (M03) 
 
As demonstrated the support provided by family and friends was important. Although they 
may not talk to family about work, family and friends supported them in other ways. The 
importance of a strong support network outside of work is highlighted in the comment 
below. 
 
It’s about having a good support network. … I sometimes think that the people you 
work with, that sometimes you see they don’t have the support network around 
them, and when things go bad, they fall very quickly. (R05) 
 
Self-care is commonly referred to as a key strategy for stress-inoculation and managing 
impacts of trauma, and could be expected to be a common personal strategy to assist 
CPW build resilience. This was less prominent in this study than other factors perceived to 
influence resilience. Some participants spoke of challenges to self-care, such as the 
ongoing exposure to adversity and working long hours. In discussing strategies that 
contributed to self-care participants referred to healthy lifestyle including eating well, 
exercise, relaxation, and sufficient sleep. The need to take breaks from work through days 
off or holidays and doing things that were enjoyable were strategies used, with a few 
participants raising the need to understand themselves as a part of their self-care 
approach.  
 
 Although self-care was not a focus for participants during discussions about maintaining 
resilience, a range of personal strategies were raised. Most participants spoke of their 
approaches to maintaining their own resilience. Some of these related to approaches 
aligned with self-care, such as doing things they enjoy, engaging in recreational activities, 
socialising with a broad range of people, and taking time off from work. Other approaches 
were more focused on managing the impacts of the work. For example those who referred 
to exercise in this context, often spoke of using this to release frustrations, creating space 
to process, or let go of emotional impacts and worries. Similarly some spoke of taking 
short breaks during the day, or using humour and fun in the office. As indicated in Chapter 
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6, the ability to balance the personal and professional, and manage the boundaries 
between these, was also considered in discussions of personal strategies, and linked with 
approaches to self-care. The creation of space between work and home through practical 
strategies such as listening to music on the way home, or taking a walk when they got 
home was also used by several participants to psychologically separate from the work.  
 
I needed that half hour to and from work by myself, just to think about the day, 
reflect on what I did, what I could improve on, get it out of my head (M03) 
 
Common across the approaches used by participants was an awareness of the impacts of 
the work on them individually, and what they needed to respond this. The approaches 
used to process emotions or distress, and reduce or overcome any stress or trauma 
related impacts were, mainly consciously developed and utilised strategies.   
 
I’ve got a clear picture of … which one of those types of worker I am and what 
strategies I need to do to keep that sorted. I’ve … developed my own theory around 
what it is I think I do as a worker or where my risk points are for chipping away at 
my resilience and work to keep plastering that up. (M08) 
 
Practical strategies such as planning, preparation, being organised, and taking a systems 
or long term view, were also used by participants to manage the pressures of the work. In 
addition to personal influences on resilience and strategies used by individuals to address 
this, the work context was seen to influence resilience.    
Contextual influences related to the work 
As identified in Chapter 5 the context of child protection work brings significant challenges 
to CPW and was an important element in participant consideration of CPW resilience. 
There were a range of external elements that went to supporting the development and 
maintenance of resilience in CPW, or undermining this, in the child protection context. It 
was clear from participant responses that a range of factors in the workplace were 
important influences on the resilience of CPW. Workplace influences were discussed in 
relation to the development of resilience in the child protection context by CPW and the 
ability to maintain resilience over time in the face of the multiple and chronic adversities 
faced. The factors identified ranged from the organisational environment to clients.  
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Experiences with clients. As discussed in Chapter 5 traumatic events such as an assault 
on a staff member or the death of a client were substantial adversities experienced by 
CPW. While this adversity challenged the resilience of staff, as outlined in Chapter 6, 
participants continued to have positive views of and experiences with clients, and 
maintained ongoing empathy for clients, which was viewed as supportive of resilience.  
Client aggression and personal threats were often referred to as challenging to staff 
resilience. Client trauma was also identified in discussion of traumatic experiences. This 
included removing children from their families where there were high levels of distress 
exhibited by clients, especially the children.  
 
In terms of my experience so far, the biggest thing that would challenge my 
resilience is … the aggressive clients, the people that make personal threats to your 
safety. (M05) 
 
You get the occasional aggressive person in public, but you go into child safety and 
you’ve got lives in your hands sometimes, and questioning yourself all the time 
about if you’re making the right decision, having parents hound you about the 
decision that you’ve made. Nothing prepares you for that. (M10) 
 
The decisions of supervisors or courts in relation to clients also impacted on staff. This 
was mentioned where staff felt powerless to keep children safe, or where these actions 
were seen to contribute to negative outcomes. For example, reflecting on a challenge 
faced in the period between interviews one participant described an instance where they 
did not agree with a decision of their supervisor. 
 
So for me it was feeling powerless in the decision because the decision was made 
above my level, and to have to sit with it and pick up the pieces and work with him 
… a frustration and anger at a lack of services, and knowing we’re supposed to be 
providing a level of care to somebody and aren’t doing that. (M07) 
 
In interview one, participants primarily referred to case types they found difficult, rather 
than referring to particular experiences and their impacts in detail. This included 
aggressive and threatening clients, removal of children, particularly where there was a 
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high level of distress for either the parent and/or the child, abuse of children in state care, 
client death or significant self-harm and sexual abuse cases.  
 
When some of the work becomes personal in terms of when an officer might 
receive threats to their life, it becomes an attack about them, rather than something 
towards the department, it’s become personal. So if they receive those sorts of 
things it can really dent somebody’s resilience. (M02) 
 
In interview two, participants were asked to reflect on an experience which occurred 
between interviews that they found difficult. In these reflections they were asked to discuss 
any impacts on their resilience, and if impacted, what assisted or hindered resilience. 
Participants outlined cases similar in nature to those raised in interview one, but provided 
greater detail of their experiences. Where client related work was a source of trauma, the 
actual events, systemic influences, attitude of the CPW, support available and accessed, 
and office or organisational culture, all contributed to the impact, or lack thereof, on CPW 
resilience. For example in discussing the death of a client one participant stated: 
 
The office was informed in a staff meeting … as a group. I think some people were 
given the opportunity to leave, to go home that day. This person … was a well-
known person. So those were good things done by the manager, and then the 
[counsellor] came to speak with the office, so that was good. (M02) 
 
While organisational support following an incident was often referred to positively, at times 
making day to day decisions, and the management of challenging cases were seen as just 
as difficult for CPW, as critical incidents. This was particularly evidenced in interview two 
where participants discussed personal experiences. This is highlighted by a participant 
who described the impact of allegations of abuse of children by a foster carer, which was 
exacerbated by limited alternative placements and a decision made by others they did not 
support. 
 
It was horrible, absolutely horrible; I was so pissed off and angry … at everybody, 
because I felt so upset to begin with, because I’d removed them from their parents 
and they’d been harmed, and I had worked hard … with the mother to get her on 
track … So I kind of felt some guilt and responsibility, because momentarily, I was 
143 
 
thinking I removed these children from their parents, they were supposed to be 
protected … and now they go into foster care and they get harmed. … I felt really 
upset, it did affect me lots. (R01) 
 
This participant went on to describe a discussion with a colleague about this, and how this 
assisted to lessen the personal impact. While the organisational constraints impacted on 
the outcome for the child, the participant was able to reconcile this through their 
understanding of the hierarchical nature of decision making and recognition of their span 
of control. 
 
At the end of the day it’s not our responsibility, we’ve done what we had to do. As 
annoying, and irritating, and painful as it is, we kind of just had to swallow it … that’s 
how it is, we don’t make the decisions. (R01) 
 
The ability to learn from these experiences and not personalise matters was commonly 
referred to as protective of resilience in the ongoing exposure to adverse experiences.  
 
Learning from the experiences that you go through. If you’ve had an aggressive 
client … reflecting on how you could do it differently, or stepping back and looking 
at yourself as that person in that system, in that bigger picture. … I think that’s 
probably the thing that helps me the most (M05) 
 
While the work with clients could be traumatic the impact of clients was identified by some 
participants as not being the major influence on CPW resilience. For example one 
participant spoke of not feeling client work was difficult as long as support was available.  
Most others spoke of being able to overcome the adversity inherent in the work with 
support. 
 
Collegiate and supervisor support. Theoretical understandings of resilience report the 
importance of social support, either as a protective factor minimising impacts of adversity, 
or supporting the process of overcoming these impacts (Devereux et al., 2009). Consistent 
with resilience literature, actively seeking out and accessing a range of social supports, 
both practically and emotionally, was identified by participants as important to the 
development and maintenance of resilience of CPW. The support of family and friends 
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was part of the social support network for CPW, but this also had limitations. The 
limitations previously discussed, suggest this source of social support was unlikely to be 
sufficient to enable resilience in CPW. Colleagues and supervisors were significant 
contributors to the supportive network of CPW, and the importance of this was identified by 
participants. This commonly used strategy supported talking through concerns, reflecting, 
venting, having a sounding board when issues arose, and ongoing learning. Where 
support was not received from colleagues and supervisors, or the culture of the workplace 
was not perceived as supportive, this was viewed as likely to detract from CPW resilience. 
 
For me that process of resilience is about using the support within the office, 
whether that be colleagues, or supervisor, or leadership … there needs to be … an 
outlet. (M07) 
 
Support is what strengthens me, listening, supporting, understanding and feedback, 
honest feedback, all those things that build resilience. (M23) 
 
Few participants discussed accessing formal support through a counsellor or employee 
assistance service. Of the small number that did, one accessed a counsellor personally. 
Three others accessed a counsellor through the organisation’s employee assistance 
scheme, two of whom indicated the support provided was unhelpful.  
 
The type of support most commonly referred to was someone, usually a colleague or a 
supervisor, to talk to, vent or debrief with. Practical support with work tasks was also 
referred to by participants. In considering support it was acknowledged by some that the 
need for support and the type of support that was helpful differed for different people. 
 
Different people have differently personalities, have different frameworks, have 
different leadership styles, have different ideas about what support looks like, have 
different ideas about how they implement support. (M05) 
 
Although support needs differ, given the common experiences of adversity and ongoing 
working relationships day to day, CPW were more likely to look to colleagues for support.  
Colleagues were reported as an important source of support through both formal and 
informal interactions. Professional, practical and emotional supports were all elements of 
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collegiate support discussed. There were very frequent references to the support of 
colleagues and the benefit of positive relationships with colleagues. Whilst there were 
mixed views among participants about socialising with colleagues, the support of 
colleagues in the workplace was consistently identified as significant to resilience. While 
recognising colleagues as an important source of social support two participants 
acknowledged that colleagues were not always able to meet the needs of other CPW and 
at times the support offered was not effective. The quality of collegiate relationships was 
also identified as affecting the offering, acceptance, and usefulness of the support.  
 
I’ve got a hand full of really good friends that are colleagues … and they’re always 
helpful, a good sounding board, and know exactly what you’re talking about, without 
having to explain to the nth degree. So someone else who can understand what 
you’re talking about. (M04) 
 
You can see when other people are maybe not doing so well and other people can 
see it in you. So people take care of each other really well here. (M05) 
 
Colleagues were the primary source of support when CPW sought someone to talk to 
about the pressures and adversity experienced through the work. They were seen as 
understanding the work and the challenges involved. The opportunity to informally debrief 
with colleagues and use them as a sounding board, was identified as a vital source of 
support from colleagues. 
 
Sometimes it’s a little bit difficult when you work for someone like [child protection] 
because you can’t, due to confidentiality issues … discuss too much with people 
outside of work. So, I think it is important to have those people within the office that 
you can talk to about that stuff. (M09) 
 
It’s help, it’s support, it’s reality checking, it’s ventilating, doing all those things that 
just aren’t the same if you do them on your own. They require another person. 
(M08) 
 
The availability of support was likely to be affected by a number of factors. As suggested 
by M03, it was not just any colleague that was important, but the impact of an event on 
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others in the workplace that was affected by ‘the proximity of relationship’. This concept 
was supported by R01, who in interview one suggested she relied on colleagues from a 
previous team but in interview two indicated that she had developed strong relationships 
with colleagues in her current team, and accessed support from them. Another 
consideration raised by M04 and M11 was the stability of the team and how well CPW 
knew each other, including knowing how they worked and how they responded to 
difficulties.  
 
While most discussed the support of colleagues positively, some identified difficult 
workplace relationships, with colleagues being unsupportive at times. Finding someone 
who was safe was important to the perception of support.  
 
There’s a lot of people in this office building I don’t trust, with my emotional safety, 
my professional safety … I’m very selective. (M23) 
 
One participant also suggested that the availability and use of support may not be 
sufficient to change the difficulties faced or the emotional impacts. A further limitation 
noted as important was the ability of the CPW to access and use this support.  
 
I think that what the support looks like around you, what you’re ability is to respond 
to that support, depending what it looks like. (M05) 
 
You can support somebody through it, but you can’t help them turn it off. (M07) 
 
Having self-efficacy and seeking and accessing appropriate support was important, 
whether that be through building positive relationships or using supervision. As suggested 
in Chapter 6, resilient CPW actively sought assistance when required. Participants in 
interview two spoke of this active process that included building relationships with other 
CPW, and when needed, identifying those able to provide support and seeking and 
utilising the available support.  
 
You need to have some people around you that have similar ideas and similar ways 
of doing things and then it’s just a kind of natural process that just evolves and 
grows. (R01) 
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Several participants spoke of having multiple sources of support in the workplace not just 
one individual. Similarly, many participants spoke of knowing their colleagues, being aware 
of their support needs and offering support to them particularly when they were having 
difficulties. There was acknowledgement that support was not always accepted easily.  
 
Sometimes persistence can help people, like you can reach in enough to take a firm 
hold and people will take hold and come with you (M08) 
 
R01 discussed how they had worked to develop a support network following a change in 
work team, and that this had prevented them feeling isolated, and strengthened her 
resilience. The impact of being without support in the workplace was perceived as 
considerable, with several participants referring to difficulties faced by CPW who felt alone 
or a horrible sense of isolation (R06). The sense this is a concern to rural CPW may 
prompt their stronger sense of engagement with the community discussed in Chapter 5.  
 
There can be nothing worse than feeling you’re all alone doing this job, because 
there’s tough decisions and things you’re not wanting to be doing on your own. 
(R05) 
 
So that’s when you feel, ‘oh thank god,’ you know that its going to be ok, so you 
don’t feel alone. (R01) 
 
Another noteworthy influence on resilience was supervision, with the type and level of 
support and guidance provided by the direct supervisor often raised. The supervisor, and 
access to appropriate and regular supervision, was identified as influencing resilience in 
the workplace, being discussed frequently by most participants across both interviews. 
Only one participant who participated in both interviews did not raise supervision in either 
interview. Of those who spoke about the support of a supervisor most spoke positively of 
this support while others discussed times where the support was not available or 
unhelpful. 
 
… what makes the difference is supervision … So taking you back to what’s your 
personal framework, what’s the departments framework, how do the two fit 
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together? What are the challenges? What are your own trigger points? Reflecting 
on pieces of casework where you continue to develop your knowledge and your 
skills. And that supervision has to be placed in a trusting environment where a 
supervisor [is] … giving messages that we see you as a good CPW if you come and 
tell us your mistakes … And that trust comes out of that process of acknowledging 
that human service workers grow most through their errors. For me I think that’s 
probably what made the difference, having supervisors that did those things for me. 
(M08) 
 
The way a [supervisor] works and practices can contribute significantly to resilience. 
The way they work, the way they motivate, the way they manage people, the way 
they manage workload. (M23) 
 
The need for regular access to a supervisor, who was perceived as available and 
supportive, was consistently identified in participant responses. The type of supervision 
and how this was conducted were also important. The perceived role of the supervisor 
included: emotional support, through supporting informal debriefing or venting by CPW 
and formal debriefing about cases and impacts of the work; practice guidance, and support 
for case planning and decision making; technical support through planning and preparation 
for client engagement that was likely to be complex or high risk; as well as professional 
development. The balance between formal structured supervision, and supervisors being 
accessible and providing informal, impromptu, supervision on an emergent basis, and 
advice during the course of the day, was also important. 
 
So, whether or not they feel supported … whether or not that person has an outlet 
to debrief or talk about the challenges and experiences they’re having … If they 
don’t feel they can confide in their supervisor and therefore they just keep on 
keeping on and implode silently … that really has a big effect. (M02) 
 
I find the [supervisors] really respectful … they treat me like I do have experience 
and knowledge about what I’m doing and value my opinion about that … they make 
you feel valued and that’s important … they’re there to listen to you … if 
something’s bothering me … I know that’s important for me so I make it a point that 
I can talk to them in that way. (R05) 
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The role of the supervisor in supporting CPW during, and following, adverse events was 
particularly important. Debriefing, including following traumatic events was highlighted by 
participants as contributing to resilience. One of the reasons impromptu supervision was 
sought was for debriefing. Having the opportunity to debrief with the supervisor outside of 
formal supervision sessions, at the time an issue arose was regularly raised.  
 
It needs to be support that occurs very quickly at the time, at the time things are 
happening, it needs to be timely otherwise I think that dents resilience. (M02) 
 
Quite often if we go out on a nasty job, obviously our [supervisor’s] there, and we … 
debrief following it.  They’re things to try and help you become resilient, so you’re 
not taking it home, it’s not playing on your mind. (M12) 
 
As identified in Chapter 6 ongoing learning and reflection were identified as positively 
influencing the development and maintenance of resilience. Supervision was perceived by 
participants as contributing to CPW reflection and learning, both in relation to practice and 
developing personal insight.  
   
That ability to reflect and a [supervisor’s] ability to help somebody reflect, generates 
that understanding which … leads to that resilience growing in somebody … Some 
people like to operate on their own and don’t utilise supervision and peers to unload 
and debrief ... it’s a really critical part of the job, in formal and informal ways, and 
those who can do that do tend to last a bit little longer. (M07) 
 
Although important for most, not all CPW sought emotional support from their supervisor, 
or experienced supervision and supervisor support as beneficial. Where CPW did not feel 
they had access to adequate or appropriate supervision that facilitated learning and 
emotional support, it was more likely to be perceived as undermining resilience than 
supporting it. The relationship between the CPW and the supervisor also impacted on the 
quality of the supervision. This included experiences of supervisors who were perceived as 
bullying towards CPW, were not regarded as good practitioners, not available to CPW 
when needed, or where supervision was infrequent, or did not occur.  
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If you’re not listened to, you’re not valued, you’re not supported, you’re out there on 
your own in a big, scary, complex world, I think people are going to … struggle, for 
the long term anyway. (M01) 
 
While limitations were identified, supervision and support in relation to managing critical 
incidents, work activities, case decisions, and practice, remained important. The active role 
supervisor’s play in direct casework and client interactions, and how this supported CPW, 
was also recognised.  
 
Having a [supervisor] who’s nominally still in charge of the case has also helped 
because when I’ve had to give hard messages or make hard decisions it hasn’t 
been me by myself. (R06) 
 
Where CPW found the support of their direct supervisor unhelpful, the need for them to 
actively seek support was identified (as discussed in chapter 6). Some participants 
discussed the need to actively seek supervision, while others sought the support of other 
team supervisors in the workgroup or colleagues as an alternative.  
 
… feeling confident that when I go to a member of our leadership team, they can 
help me in terms of that actual practice stuff. Whereas the support, it’s just being 
able to go in there and say I’m having a really shit day, can I sit down and have a 
chat. (M09) 
 
Supervision has not always been available and when it has I’ve grabbed it with both 
hands and when it hasn’t been available I’ve had a lot of peer supervision. (M13) 
 
Similar to direct supervisors, managers and other senior staff in the workplace contributed 
to supervision and, as such, could either support or undermine the resilience of CPW. 
Other senior staff were identified as particularly important when the direct supervisor was 
not available or was not perceived as providing effective support.  
 
… when your [supervisor] isn’t available that there’s plenty of other senior people 
around in the office that will take the time to also have that open door, which is 
really valuable. (M07) 
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… all of our [supervisors], … have been in this office for such a long time that you 
never question their knowledge about some things … that always helps that you 
have someone senior that you can go to ask for assistance or to gain their opinion 
about something. (M25) 
 
The role of the organisation in the implementation of supervision was also highlighted by 
participants, particularly in interview two where organisational strategies to support CPW 
resilience were discussed. Poor quality supervision, which focused on case management 
and reducing risks, rather than providing support and development of CPW, was viewed 
as common by only two participants. Others spoke about working to different supervisors, 
with only some of these being positive, supportive experiences. While this is the case most 
participants spoke positively about their experiences of supervision, including being able to 
debrief with supervisors and talk to them about frustrations, concerns and their own well-
being. In discussing the way organisations could support staff resilience the need for 
effective and supportive supervision was referred to by most participants. In considering 
organisational strategies the experience level and training of supervisors and their role in a 
unified management team were raised. This consistent management approach supported 
CPW through providing alternative sources of support that contributed to their resilience. 
   
Having the training, and then having that mentoring and supervision role, so that 
you can debrief … this kind of fits with what workers need, but also what the 
organisation needs to provide. (M01) 
 
I don’t think there’s a great deal of sophistication in terms of looking at the different 
stages and different needs of people in the workforce, in terms of where they’re up 
in their level of supervision, the stage of supervision. If we did all that stuff we’d 
probably have people who would … develop those skills around resilience. (M08) 
 
In the organisational context the supervisor was also identified as having a role in setting 
the culture of the team or workgroup. In addition to the supervisor, the broader leadership 
group, the organisational context and the perception of the workplace culture as supportive 
were also linked to the maintenance of resilience. A range of other organisational features 
also impacted the resilience of CPW.  
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Organisational contributions to resilience. Organisational factors that impacted on 
resilience were discussed by all participants. Elements of working in bureaucracy were 
referred to by a majority of participants particularly in interview one.  
 
The politics of working in a government agency can challenge it sometimes. … 
when a simple task is made quite long and arduous simply because it’s a 
government agency and we have to do a lot of things to maintain appropriate 
accountability, transparency, record keeping, all of these things that are absolutely 
necessary for a public service, sometimes they could be … streamlined. (M02) 
 
These included references to systems, policy, procedures, a compliance focus, 
performance targets and heavy accountability requirements. Of significance were factors 
of organisational culture or systems that detracted from a focus on clients, including the 
ability to develop relationships with, and achieve outcomes for, clients. 
 
There’s a lot of time spent doing paperwork, bureaucratic stuff and the big flaw that 
I see is the relationships are not there like they once were with our families. (M01) 
 
the pressure that can be put on you to meet all your targets … when you’re talking 
about stats it doesn’t take into consideration the human factor … Even though I 
understand that to have them is how we work with the family, it … detracts from 
that. … the pressures that are put on you to get it all done … can be quite damming 
for resilience. (M11) 
 
When you see people who have no focus on client outcomes its disempowering, it 
makes your resilience drop because you feel like you’re the only one who cares 
about those things and that can feel very lonely. (R06) 
 
A common issue that affected a perception of organisational focus on service delivery and 
clients was the policies, procedures and systems that increased workload, particularly 
administrative requirements. This was a particular focus in interview one with several 
participants referring to the system and procedural requirements, whereas only a small 
number of participants discussed this in interview two. Similarly, a focus on the 
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measurement of work tasks rather than practice quality and client outcomes was raised. 
Some participants in interview one, but only one in interview two, spoke of challenges of 
working in a system where decision making can be removed from those working directly 
with clients by people who were “out of touch with the frontline” (M18) and the difficulties 
this created. This was balanced by the views of others who found shared responsibility for 
significant decisions beneficial. These contrasting views are demonstrated below: 
 
The department makes a decision, and it’s just devastating because you know this 
child, and you know it’s the worst decision in the world for that child (M15) 
 
Resilience comes from the changes that the department’s made in our practice as 
well. … I’m not solely responsible for making a decision whether a child goes home 
or remains in care. That decision is now made with a number of other professionals 
in the office where we meet and talk about it. (M11) 
 
As a government agency, the organisation is affected by frequent changes to 
organisational arrangements, and legislative and policy changes. Whilst this context of 
change was referenced across both interviews, and considered as part of the normal cycle 
of government, there was a greater focus on the impacts of organisational change in 
interview two. This is consistent with the policy and organisational changes that occurred 
between interview one and two for most participants. Although referenced, organisational 
change was not as important as the context of the individual’s workgroup and was seen to 
have limited impact on CPW.  
 
The days are so complex and busy we don’t have time to read business plans and 
look through that kind of thing. (M07) 
 
In contrast, in interview two a majority of participants referred to the impact of policy 
changes CPW and their resilience. This followed a period where there had been direct 
impact on direct service delivery workgroups including staff losses. Participants referred to 
the effects of organisational change, concern about job security and instability in the 
workplace.  
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It’s been quite testing of people’s resilience. I can think of one person particularly in 
this office that it’s had a marked effect, physically and mentally on her and to 
varying degrees other people. (M01)  
 
While organisational change was seen by some as being negative, where this benefited 
practice or reduced bureaucracy it was more likely to be viewed positively, providing a new 
perspective and opportunities. A lack of change was also seen by some as demotivating 
and increasing cynicism.  
 
Given the complexity of the work and the bureaucratic systems, and requirements to 
ensure high levels of accountability, there was a perception that an ability to influence 
practices and procedures was helpful to resilience. A sense that the organisation looked 
for and used feedback from frontline staff to simplify and streamline these demands and 
improve work processes was identified as a positive contributor to staff managing the 
workload pressures this created.  
 
There needs to be this sense that somewhere up there the people that can change 
the way we do our work are trying to do that, they’re listening to staff … So that way 
they’re not thinking this is bad and it’s never going to change … people’s resilience 
is affected when they feel things won’t improve (M02) 
 
Staff stability was also an organisational issue identified as impacting CPW. The impact of 
staff turnover and at times the inability to fill positions quickly was noted as creating 
workload pressure. In addition, the need to support new staff also created pressure on 
CPW on top of their already complex roles. Where workgroups had experienced staff and 
less staff turnover, this was identified as supportive of CWP resilience.  
 
Changing office I've finally found that bit of stability that's given me the opportunity 
to grow as a worker and build that resilience. (M10) 
 
Whilst staff stability was important, the benefit of having opportunities for mobility within 
workgroups or across the organisation, to undertake new roles or areas of work, was 
identified as contributing to professional development, longevity in the organisation, and 
resilience as a CWP.  Professional development was also discussed by a number of 
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participants as important to sustaining resilience. Views varied with some participants 
highlighting the value of available training, while a few indicated available training did not 
meet their needs due to constraints on access as a result of lack of financial support, time 
constraints, or competing demands. The opportunity to try other areas of work or project 
work was consistently identified positively in relation to professional development, 
motivation and resilience.   
 
People having the opportunity to move around, and to try new roles, is a really good 
thing. A lot of the time I think people might leave because they feel like they’re burnt 
out, but really all they needed was a bit of a change … for me going from case 
management to investigation, it’s still frontline work, it’s still a [CPW role] but I found 
that was such a positive change. It really was enough for me to be kind of 
reinvigorated. (M09) 
 
The sense of being valued, and systems of recognition and reward for CPW who do good 
work, and achieve outcomes for clients, were identified by participants in interview one as 
positive features of the organisation that supported resilience. The preferred approach to 
reward and recognition varied ranging from an email acknowledging good practice, to the 
opportunity of involvement in project work, or career development and promotion. While 
recognised by most as positive, a small number of participants described experiences 
where this was not the case.  
 
Formal support provided through the organisation, such as the employee assistance 
scheme, was suggested by some as important for staff when things went wrong, while 
others suggested this was unhelpful. Although several mentioned the availability of this 
type of formal support very few spoke of accessing this.  
 
Linked to the discussion on locus of control in Chapter 6, while participants indicated CPW 
did not always agree with processes or decisions made by managers or the organisation 
more broadly, they recognised control of some decisions rested with other parts of the 
organisation or system, such as courts. To support them to deal with situations where they 
found the decisions difficult they sought to understand the rationale or to find ways to 
contribute to or influence where possible.  
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It’s a big government department, I struggle with not knowing why certain decisions 
are made … I just need to know … how did we get to this point, why has this 
decision been made. (M08)  
 
Across the organisational factors raised, the workload was identified as an important 
influence on CPW resilience. High and complex workloads were perceived as potentially 
undermining resilience. This was influenced by a range of factors such as staff stability, 
changes to policies and procedures, and organisational change. Increased pressure due 
to workload was evidenced when participants discussed the ability to take leave such as: 
carrying the work of others when they were on leave; doing additional hours in preparation 
for the period of leave where limited casework would occur; and the catch-up required on 
returning from leave.  
 
It would be so good to sometimes have a stable work environment and have a 
stable team and have some stability across the year when people take leave from 
work and who’s covering who. (M05) 
 
There are times here when even taking holidays and flex days you wonder whether 
or not it’s worth it, because at the end of the day you’ve got to come back to not 
having been here and what you’re going to walk back into. (M07) 
 
As illustrated in Chapter 5, organisational constraints and possible impacts were 
recognised but a positive view of, and commitment to, the work continued to predominate 
amongst participants. Although a range of organisational issues were raised the influence 
of local leadership particularly the supervisor and office manager was of greater relevance 
to participants.   
 
Leadership in an office whether this was the individual supervisor, the manager or the local 
leadership group, was also frequently referred to as contributing to workplace culture. 
Across both interviews, workplace cultures, and the approach of managers and leadership 
teams, were also commonly identified as influencing the resilience of CPW.  
 
I believe that resilience is fostered in how an office … is managed, the views and 
beliefs of the manger, from the leadership team and then from the team leaders 
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down, definitely has a huge impact on how people work and operate. The culture 
that’s created makes a huge difference in terms of how people cope with things. 
(M07) 
 
I think the work is difficult but if you go into a service centre that is not supportive, or 
doesn’t have that leadership style … perhaps people wouldn’t be as inclined to stay. 
(M01) 
The relational elements of management were raised by most participants. Similar to the 
importance of their relationship with and support of their supervisor, participants 
commented on the manager’s role in building relationships and trust across the office. 
Other features of a good manager were: Having a physical presence in the workplace; 
engaging with, and involving staff in relevant processes; being approachable and 
responsive; and someone that listened to and valued staff. The ability to manage and 
resolve conflict in an office was also identified as important, as internal conflict between 
staff impacted negatively on workplace culture.  
 
Being able to have the ear of your leadership team or direct supervisor and actually 
feel that you’re view’s been heard is very important. (M01) 
In considering management influence on resilience, the impact of the manager on practice 
was also raised. The credibility of the manager and CPW confidence in management, 
particularly at the local level, was influenced by the level of practice knowledge, 
experience and skills, and ability to make good decisions for the benefit of clients. This 
reflects the focus by CPW on the importance of client outcomes previously reported. While 
this was the case, a sense that at times mistakes are made and confidence that this will be 
worked through and learned from, were also acknowledged as facilitating resilience.  
 
The leadership still makes a massive difference because it impacts on why you’re 
doing things in that if you’ve got a supervisor that’s making poor decisions. (R02) 
Participant comments highlighted the benefits for CPW of local management working as a 
team and being consistent in their communication, both listening to staff and giving 
messages that were aligned. In considering how change was managed the consistency of 
communication and approach to supporting CPW and other staff was also raised. The 
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need for confidence in the management team was also raised, particularly as it related to 
the effectiveness of support provided. These responses confirmed the value of other 
members of the management team being available to support CPW when their direct 
supervisor was unavailable, reflecting a shared responsibility for, and approach to, 
support.  
 
So we’ve got a sense of it’s a whole office thing …to give that broader sense of its 
all of our responsibility all the time to try and make things ok. (M30) 
In interview two there was an increased focus by participants on change and how this was 
dealt with by local management. The role of the manager in encouraging a positive 
outlook, supporting staff through change and ensuring appropriate information was 
provided were raised. The understanding of the changes and impact on CPW control over 
situations was also referenced in these discussions. Regardless of a context of change or 
normal business, an important element of local management identified was their role in 
creating and supporting a positive culture in the workplace.  
 
For resilience, the leadership team needs to be able to model what it wants. (M08) 
 
It’s about the culture in the workplace and that comes from the top down, so 
managers, team leaders (M18) 
 
As indicated in participant responses, local leadership and supervisors contribute to the 
development and maintenance of resilience. Workplace culture was also perceived to 
influence resilience.   
 
Workplace culture was not only perceived as related to leadership but was often 
referenced as part of the environment which influenced resilience. In discussing this, most 
participants spoke about the elements of a positive culture. Although some also spoke of 
experiences working in environments that were not positive, or commented that they would 
find it difficult if their workplace lacked a particular culture. As opposed to an expectation of 
difficulties with clients, participants generally expected to experience a sense of teamwork, 
and support from colleagues, supervisors, managers and the organisation. 
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An office’s culture influences resilience, and … the team culture influences it as 
well. (M02) 
 
It is definitely about your environment as well though. You can be a super-strong 
person but if you’re in a toxic, negative environment it’s going to wear you down 
eventually. Whereas, if you’re someone who does struggle but you’re in a 
supportive, nurturing environment that’s probably going to help you last a bit longer. 
(M09) 
 
Some participants in interview one, spoke more broadly about the culture of the 
organisation and influences on the culture that affected CPW. For example, in interview 
one M04 spoke about the negative impact of the Crime and Misconduct Commission 
Inquiry (2004), when new management came in and the culture became “bullying” and 
“nasty”.  Similarly, M18 spoke about the influence of regional as well as local 
management. In interview two, more participants discussed organisational influences on 
resilience. Negative experiences of organisational or office culture, and the impact of 
decisions “made higher up that affect the office” (M02) were commented on. While more 
often raised in interview two, the influence of the organisation on CPW resilience was 
generally viewed as having less significance than the culture of the team and office.    
 
What makes the difference for me is the workplace culture … you’ll have an office 
that has a good supportive manager, good management, good team, good workers 
and that’s a good place to work. You could have the same type of work and … have 
a bullying manager, or a non-supportive workplace and I don’t think you would 
retain your resilience for long. (M01) 
 
In contrast to the few who discussed broader organisational culture and its influences on 
resilience of CPW, most participants across both interviews discussed culture in relation to 
their workplace or workgroup. Elements of workplace culture considered important to 
resilience were: staff relationships and sense of team; acknowledgement and recognition 
of good work; practice frameworks and client focus; support for learning and professional 
development; and the level and type of support when CPW encountered difficulties. Of 
importance was a culture that acknowledged the impacts of the work, and provided a safe 
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environment where acceptance and processing of these impacts by CPW were 
encouraged.  
 
You don’t want a culture that masks pain … but also not one that obsesses over it 
and becomes fixed in it. So to me that culture then, comes down to all of that hope, 
hopefulness in ourselves and hopefulness for our client. If you can talk positively 
about what you achieve and what you hope to achieve, then you build around that 
an acknowledgement when we feel despondent that it’s valid but that it’s in the 
context that we feel we’re at work because we want good things to happen. (R06) 
 
And then externally, good supervision, positive work place culture, values, learning 
and making mistakes is ok and you know the work can be fun and relationships with 
co-workers is important. So it’s not so serious that people get stuck in the misery of 
the work but not so flippant that the human cost of what’s going on in kid’s lives isn’t 
acknowledged. (M08) 
Related to the understanding that resilience is influenced by “the environment that you’re 
working in” (M25), was a view that if workplace culture was negative alongside the 
adversity faced from clients interactions this would negatively influence resilience. This 
suggests the importance for resilience of a sense of team cohesion, shared responsibility 
for the work and each other’s well-being, and supportive relationships. 
 
If they’ve got drama in here, and they’ve got drama out there … that’s so taxing 
emotionally and would really drain someone’s ability to be resilient. (M03) 
 
What fosters resilience for me, are those teams that have a sensitivity to each other 
in the work.  You can see good teams where the staff are resilient do things like, 
what’s our collective work at the minute … resilience comes through people feeling 
like the work doesn’t belong just to them. That it belongs to the team and it belongs 
to the workplace together, rather than sitting at your desk going I’m drowning and 
I’ve got my hand up but no-one’s noticing. (M08) 
 
In interview one, participants spoke primarily about positive elements of workplace culture 
with one participant who spoke only of negative elements. In interview two a majority of 
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participants referred to negative elements of workplace culture although some also spoke 
positively about workplace culture. Where negative elements of workplace culture were 
raised in interview one this related primarily to interpersonal relationships such as bullying 
and internal politics. In interview two, although there were occasional references to 
workplace relationships and unsupportive workplaces, there were more references to 
organisational change, and workplace instability and negativity. This increased focus on 
organisational issues is consistent with the organisational and policy changes, and 
increased external scrutiny that occurred between interview one and interview two for most 
participants.  
 
We lost several staff here … and we had our grieving time, we had our farewell, and 
we celebrated those people and then we moved on. There were a couple of other 
service centres, who went through a similar thing and they were still at the point of 
rage, well after we’d moved on … Which I would argue is linked to resilience. (M03) 
 
The element of workplace culture consistently identified by participants as of most 
significance to resilience was a strong sense of support. The context of the work 
environment including team, leadership and organisational elements, were identified as 
relevant to the perception of support, and the ability to identify and utilise sources of 
support in the workplace. Similar to many work contexts, elements of workplace culture 
which encouraged this sense of support this were openness, transparency, trust, respect 
and a sense of being valued.  
 
For me, resilience and growth is all about being open and honest and sharing 
information and working collaboratively with everybody as an office. (M07) 
 
Of particular significance to this sense of support was the role of colleagues in experiences 
of a positive, supportive team. A supportive team culture included a sense of shared 
responsibility for the work, and decisions, giving CPW a sense of being in this together 
(M03) rather than being isolated. This view was reflected in statements such as, “we’re 
always connected in some form” (M25) and, “it’s just the connections, being able to just 
feel like we are together, we’re going to be ok” (R02), when participants spoke of the 
supportive workplace culture in their workgroups. Demonstrated and active support of 
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others through a nurturing team, where people checked in on the well-being of others, and 
supported the work with clients was also raised. 
 
You could be in an office where you didn’t have that support mechanism and you 
wouldn’t last … if I went to an office today and it was … not a supportive culture, 
you’re on your own, or it wasn’t inclusive practice, or it wasn’t child centred practice, 
I would not stay. I would leave. (M01) 
 
There are ways of looking after each other, creating a culture in an office where 
people check in on each other emotionally, offer genuine support which … are 
things like, I’ll do that piece of work for you or I’ll accompany and support you to 
complete this.  So again it’s not about kind words, it’s about good action (R06) 
 
Additionally to the availability of support, was the sense of safety as part of a supportive 
workplace culture. Participant comments about physical safety were more prevalent in 
interview one, but broader concepts of workplace culture providing a sense of safety as 
supportive of resilience were commonly raised across both interviews.  
 
I also think this is a safe space. I think behind these four walls people feel as though 
they can exhale, they don’t have to be up here in terms of having this front. It’s like 
they come through the door and they take of their riot gear, their armour, (M03) 
 
While personal safety was relevant to client interactions, given the emotional content and 
possible psychological impacts of the work, the ability to safely process these impacts was 
particularly relevant to perceived support and maintenance of resilience. In addition to a 
culture of trust this sense of safety was supported in an environment where CPW were 
encouraged and felt safe to speak out when they were struggling with the work or the 
emotional impacts of the work. The need for a safe space or feeling safe to raise concerns 
and that someone’s “got your back” (R05) when CPW were “not travelling so well” (M03) 
or needed professional support were often raised.  Supervisors and supervision 
contributed to this sense of safety. 
 
Having that comfortable space to do that, to flag that there's some problem or you 
need some help. (M01) 
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We do want to be listened to and not be judged for what we’ve done or what we’re 
going through. (M15)  
 
Sometimes the work and the process of doing the work fills you up with lots of 
emotion and you need to … let it go somewhere. And that if there’s no permission 
to do that, I think that would really undermine my resilience. (M08) 
 
This sense of safety extended to a culture that was not blaming or judging but supportive 
and encouraging of learning when mistakes were made. Given the complexity of the work, 
difficulties are common. While this did not suggest abrogation of responsibilities, CPW 
sought assurance that a reflective and learning approach would be taken, thereby 
encouraging personal and practice development. While most participants spoke of feeling 
safe and supported in the workplace, not all had this sense of safety. Some spoke of 
having had negative experiences with other CPW, managers or workgroups. While 
negative experiences are not surprising given the view of child protection systems as 
primarily risk averse, forensically focused and attributing individual blame for system 
failures (Healy et al., 2009; Lonne et al., 2013; Mansell et al., 2011), the predominance of 
perceptions of positive and supportive workplace cultures contrasts with this view. 
Negative elements of culture most commonly referred to were, lacking trust of others in the 
workplace, a blaming culture or being judged.  
 
In our sort of work … you’re going to make mistakes and you need to know that … 
when you do make a mistake there’ll be some support around you rather than 
everyone pointing the finger and wanting to go on a big witch hunt for who did it 
wrong. (M02) 
 
… for me … being able to talk those things out and reflect on things. If you’re not in 
the space where you think that it’s ok to do that then you internalise those thought 
processes and don’t … get different perspectives or have an outlet for fear of being 
judged. (M07) 
 
In relation to significant professional decisions, a perception of support and safety 
occurred when CPW had access to guidance, or joint decision making processes 
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occurred, rather than being left, or going “out on a limb by yourself“(M30). The ability to 
dissent or disagree with colleagues, supervisors or managers about decisions also 
contributed to this sense of safety. 
 
Feeling safe enough to talk about what’s happening, having the support when 
you’ve got to make those really big decisions. (M09) 
 
Being able to … feeling like it’s safe enough to talk about what’s happening, having 
that support when you’ve got to make those really big decisions (M11) 
 
it’s really good for me that I can say how I feel or I can disagree with my managers 
as long as I’ve got a decent reason to do it they’re going to respond to it well. The 
worst thing is as a worker disagreeing and not feeling able to express that or 
expressing it and you know management coming down on you. (R03) 
 
Important cultural elements aligned with a sense of safety were, being able to speak up 
when individuals identified they were struggling, and the importance of a culture that 
encouraged and supported both formal and informal debriefing processes. Debriefing was 
frequently raised and was discussed in the context of support from colleagues, supervision 
and supervisor support and organisational support. As reported in Chapter 6, debriefing 
was identified as a key strategy of CPW for building and maintaining resilience and was a 
source of support actively sought and used by resilient CPW. A key element of a 
supportive workplace culture that promoted CPW resilience was an environment where 
they were able, and supported to debrief about the work. The value and use of debriefing 
was raised by all participants.  
 
You’ve got to give yourself that time, to recover … if you don’t deal with it and 
recover from it and get a chance to get those emotions out or to just to debrief, you 
will become completely exhausted and you can crack. (R01) 
 
The ability of CPW to talk through experiences, and concerns, and reflect on these, 
facilitated the identification and processing of the emotional impacts of the work, promoted 
insight, and enabled ongoing learning. Debriefing occurred through supervision, informally 
with colleagues and through formal processes following critical events. The process of 
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debriefing included emotional venting, talking though difficult cases and challenges, talking 
to colleagues or the supervisor following difficult client interactions, and discussions that 
supported reflection and learning. These processes were identified as encouraging 
reflection about the emotional and psychological impacts of the work, use of self, 
development of strategies for self-management, self-care, and skill development. 
 
Formal psychological counselling or debriefing was utilised occasionally but described by 
some as unhelpful. Two participants in particular identified the formal support provided by 
the department as ineffective, with one suggesting this created further distress. More 
commonly participants identified that informal debriefing through supervision processes, or 
more importantly colleagues, was a primary support mechanism. Participants frequently 
spoke of a culture where talking to colleagues was supported and encouraged as 
important to developing and maintaining resilience. In addition to seeking and using 
informal debriefing, being available to others who needed to talk was identified as 
contributing to CPW resilience. This commonly occurred with colleagues in close vicinity in 
the office. It was recognised that some CPW were reluctant to talk to others, but the 
importance of identifying someone they felt comfortable to talk to, possibly from other 
locations, was highlighted.  
 
As suggested by the points above the role of the manager, supervisor and the leadership 
team in an office could provide considerable support and reinforce a positive work 
environment or create a negative culture that undermined CPW resilience. The supportive 
elements of workplace culture are part of the broader workplace and organisational 
context. Although a factor, the broader organisational context less directly influenced CPW 
though as suggested by discussions of organisational change reflected in interview two, 
could impact on workgroup culture and morale. Elements of culture led by managers and 
the local management team that were perceived as facilitating resilience included: 
relationally based approaches that were perceived as supportive; an open and safe 
workplace; and valuing of CPW. Most participants perceived their workplaces to have a 
supportive culture.  
 
Although workplace relationships which enabled a sense of safety to access and provide 
debriefing and support significantly contributed to the development and maintenance of 
resilience, this could be undermined by other organisational factors. A commonly raised 
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issue impacting on capacity and time was high workloads which placed pressure on CPW 
in addition to their direct work with clients.  Workload was an issue raised by the majority 
of participants across both interviews. Workload related to the number of cases, levels of 
complexity and risk, timeframe and performance benchmarks, and administrative tasks 
required.  
 
I think a sustained high workload really challenges the resilience. (M02) 
 
… in terms of impact on your well-being … high workload stress can be just as 
stressful as experiencing, or understanding that harm that’s been experienced by 
that child. (R01) 
 
Two factors contributed to workload pressure in addition to work volume and complexity. 
These were a high administrative burden and a focus on performance measures. Where 
there was a lack of balance between casework and administrative tasks, or administrative 
tasks were perceived to be unrelated to professional practice and client benefit, they were 
more likely to create frustration and an increased sense of workload pressure.  
 
You increase motivation if people think it makes a difference to the outcome of their 
kids. If they lose sight of that then … it’s just like, oh shit, 50 more forms to fill in 
rather than what’s the impact of the decisions I’m making on the child. (M01) 
 
I think the pressures of your statutory obligations … paperwork stuff and reports … 
… So, just knowing that there’s time frames there, and if you physically just cannot 
get them done, but that’s the first thing they’ll question because that’s what they can 
see on the system. So often that’s a bit frustrating. (M21) 
 
When CPW found the workload difficult, support from the supervisor and/or other staff 
were again important to assist in managing this. Where there was high stress in relation to 
workload it was also apparent from some participants that practical support, including 
sharing work tasks from other CPW was often a key source of support. Similarly one 
participant suggested the need, as an individual, team or office, to review the approach 
taken and identify if the strategies being used to manage workload were effective and 
amending these as needed. 
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We ended up with a whole of office approach where people were doing some 
[family] contacts to help her get back on track, which she did. She is now 
performing really well. (M01) 
 
While workload was perceived as influencing resilience, participants indicated the impact 
on individuals differed. Some CPW were viewed as better able to manage higher 
workloads than others. The nature of the cases was also recognised as important to this. 
One element that supported resilience was a balance of case types reflecting complexity, 
difficulty of clients and the amount of family change achieved.  
 
So some people’s breaking point is a particular case, and some people’s breaking 
point is 20 cases on top of one another. (M03) 
 
In rural areas a particular issue related to workload was the amount of travel undertaken. 
Those participants from rural locations, and those who had previously worked in rural 
areas, referred to the impact of travelling long distances, at times requiring long hours. 
Long hours could also be experienced through workplace cultures that created an 
expectation of CPW consistently doing additional work hours. As M21 stated, “there is too 
much to do, you could work this job 24/7 and never get it all done.” Some participants 
spoke of experiencing cultures where this occurred while others spoke of CPW being 
encouraged and supported to work reasonable hours.  
 
An impact of high workloads identified, was an inability to build relationships with clients 
and stakeholders affecting outcomes. This was seen to minimise “the opportunity for 
fruitful work” (M05) and increase community perceptions of staff as lacking empathy. 
Given the significance of relationship and empathy towards clients, and importance of 
client outcomes to CPW, this is likely to reduce satisfaction with the work. It was also 
suggested the ability to take time out for reflection, learning, and to apply self-care 
strategies could also be reduced by high workload, therefore reducing the capacity to 
maintain resilience.  
 
So you’re in this sick cycle, where you can’t take a flex day because every time you 
do the world falls apart. It’s nice to be needed but to what detriment. (M03) 
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Factors impacting workload were primarily organisational, although at times the impact of 
incidents or the complexity of cases, were referenced. Instability of the workgroup as a 
result of staff turnover, staff absences, and high numbers of new staff, were raised by 
some of participants. Some described the effect of carrying additional work to cover for 
those absent, and providing support to new CPW, in addition to managing their own work.  
 
While workload was most commonly referred to as negatively influencing resilience it was 
occasionally identified that workloads had improved from previous years, or were 
manageable.  One participant suggested although there were workload pressures a 
“couple of really good cases … really makes [the work] worthwhile” (M15).  
 
Although workload was consistently identified by participants as influencing resilience, 
there was recognition that workload pressure was not constant, and there were ebbs and 
flows in the work (see Chapter 5). This allowed some recovery from high pressure periods 
and provided times where staff could catch-up or focus on other elements of the work that 
provided greater personal reward. Common strategies referred to as important to 
managing the workload included good time management and organisational skills, 
planning, and working smarter. Two participants discussed trying different approaches and 
learning strategies to assist in managing workload.  
 
I’ve changed how I manage my time at least three or four times since … and you 
can really manage and … utilise your time better and its only by doing the job and 
figuring out what works best for you. (M07) 
 
In interview two other participants spoke of their ability to manage the workload and be 
proactive in managing the workload more effectively. One participant enjoyed being busy, 
preferring her current role to previous positons where a lack of work and achievement 
were frustrating. Similarly another participant spoke of some CPW as enjoying the 
“adrenaline rush” (R01).   
 
Consistent with the need for insight, one participant identified as “critical” the ability to 
“acknowledge when you’ve hit that point where you know you either need to have some 
time off or reduce your work” (M18). Where CPW did not do this, it was seen to result in 
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burnout. As identified in Chapter 6, the approach of ‘doing what you can’ supported a 
realistic approach to managing workload.  
 
The support of the supervisor and supervision was identified by some as important to 
CPW ability to manage workload. This included the ability to negotiate priorities, provide 
guidance when dealing with complex cases, assistance in developing personal systems 
and strategies to support the work of individuals and support for the development of self-
care strategies such as supporting CPW to have reasonable hours of work and time off.  
 
As described in Chapter 5, although high workloads and bureaucratic processes were part 
of the work context and recognised as influencing resilience, participants frequently 
referred to ways to overcome this and continued to consistently identify the positive 
features and rewards of the work. The value of the work with clients, and positive and 
supportive workplace cultures were important contributors to this view of the work and the 
development and maintenance of resilience.  
Conclusion 
In exploring the understanding of resilience the perception of resilience as a process was 
clearly portrayed by participants in both their definitions and experiences of resilience. The 
descriptions of resilience reflected early career development of resilience as CPW became 
familiar with the challenges faced and how to respond to these. Throughout their child 
protection careers, study participants experienced fluctuations in their perceived level of 
resilience. Although theoretical descriptions of resilience often relate factors of resilience to 
the individual, the fluctuations in resilience described by participants were influenced by 
the context rather than personal factors alone.  
 
The personal factors that were perceived to influence resilience ranged from professional 
qualifications, skills and experience, to personal factors such as life experience, maturity 
and support from family and friends. Particular professional skills identified included 
relational and assessment skills, the use of reflective practice, and the ability to manage 
personal-professional boundaries. Similarly having self-efficacy and use of agency were 
important to resilience.  Having a social life outside of work and support of family and 
friends was also helpful.  
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The experiences of resilience described by participants were placed in the context of child 
protection work, reflecting the impacts of the context on their own, and other CPW 
resilience. Even where personal influences were identified these were often described in 
the context of the work and how the individual interacted with the work and the 
organisational context, with a range of contextual influences raised by participants as 
influencing resilience. As expected, experiences with clients could be traumatic or 
distressing. Even so, participants found positive and effective relationships with clients as 
beneficial to resilience and consistently maintained a positive view of client work. Although 
organisational constraints such as the level of bureaucracy, policies and procedures were 
identified, where these were identified as being linked with client outcomes this was also 
beneficial.  Collegiate support was a significant factor with positive relationships providing 
a sense of team, shared responsibility, practical assistance, safety and support for 
managing the emotional impacts of the work, and assisted reflection and learning. 
Similarly the role of the supervisor was significant to building resilience through their role in 
developing a supportive team and the support and guidance offered to individuals. The 
culture of the work place where this was positive, supported a sense of team, shared 
responsibility and safety was important. Elements that assisted a perception of a positive 
culture likely to enhance resilience were that the impacts of the work were acknowledged, 
there was support for staff to debrief, work through and learn from the adversity, and 
reflection was encouraged and facilitated.  
 
The experiences of participants indicate that while workload and other organisational 
features such as bureaucratic requirements were recognised and while they may create 
additional pressures, they were not consistently identified as a challenge to resilience, or 
had been able to be overcome. Similarly while client interactions were frequently difficult, 
the perception of, and relationships with, clients, as well as the perceived contribution to 
positive client outcomes, often contributed to rather than detracted from experiences of 
resilience.  
 
The influence of personal factors, experiences with clients, work demands, organisational 
context, workplace culture, and supervisors and colleagues, were all significant influences 
on the resilience of CPW. Clearly the highly emotional and traumatic nature of the work 
and the perceived support available in the context influenced resilience. The consistent 
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identification by participants of a range of personal and contextual influences on resilience   
highlights the complex and multifaceted nature of resilience.   
 
Given resilience occurred in the context of their work, there was recognition of particular 
factors which supported the development and maintenance of resilience in response to the 
adversities faced. Of significance to the development and maintenance of resilience were 
relationships with clients and those in the workplace. Relationships with others in the 
workgroup were particularly important, not just in providing social support but facilitating 
other approaches to achieving resilience.  
 
The culture of interaction, through respectful, valuing workplace relationships which 
facilitated reflection and learning, was another important element of the workplace. The 
role of relationships with colleagues and supervisors were both perceived to be of 
assistance in CPW being able to debrief and reflect on practice and adversity experienced 
through the work. The role of reflection to support professional and personal learning and 
insight were consistently identified as significant. 
 
Across the contextual factors that contributed to the development and maintenance of 
resilience, the importance of reflection and relationships including positive and supportive 
workplace relationships were consistently evidenced in participant responses across a 
range of topics discussed. Consistent with the view of Lemay and Ghazal (2001, p. 8), the 
networks of the resilient CPW were carefully constructed to ensure appropriate support 
that met the individuals’ needs. In considering the importance of positive and supportive 
relationships to resilience one participant indicated:  
 
It’s hard, it’s almost like quicksand. You’ve got to grab somebody else to get 
yourself out or have a ready prepared kind of process that someone else can at 
least watch you do I think. Maybe you need a witness to resilience … Whether it’s 
to actively assist or to watch you do it yourself and affirm that. (M08) 
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Chapter 8: Implications of resilience for the child protection 
workforce 
 
Families and children cannot be supported, nor children protected, unless the 
workforce has the necessary skills, abilities, knowledge, aptitude and attitude for the 
task. Child protection is challenging, demanding and complex. The work calls for 
the most capable and talented of practitioners. (CPCOI, 2013, p. 317) 
 
This view acknowledges that in this complex area of work, keeping children safe and 
effectively supporting families requires a highly skilled workforce. The skills and 
capabilities of the workforce, and therefore the quality of services provided, are reduced 
where turnover impacts on the experience levels of CPW. 
 
As outlined in Chapter 2 there is an extensive body of knowledge about the impact of child 
protection work on the workforce, and the resultant effect on turnover (Dollard, et al., 2001; 
Gibbs, 2001; Mor Barak, et al., 2006; Reagh, 1994; Wagner et al., 2001). Research has 
primarily focused on the negative elements of the work and outcomes for CPW 
contributing to turnover. CPW have consistently been described as experiencing stress, 
burnout and both direct and vicarious trauma (Cornille & Meyers, 1999; Dollard et al., 
2001, Russ et al., 2009).  
 
This explorative study is based on the experiences of CPW who have or seek longevity in 
the field, and report positively about their intention to continue on. This study has 
confirmed many CPW, despite encountering substantial adversity, retain a strong 
commitment to achieving client outcomes, perceive the work positively, and report being 
resilient.  
 
The experiences of these CPW provide fresh insights into opportunities to support the 
development and maintenance of resilience. A resilient workforce will be beneficial for 
CPW, organisations, and more particularly clients. These insights contribute to the body of 
knowledge which informs both staff well-being and organisational approaches to 
supporting a resilient child protection workforce.  
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Building an understanding of child protection worker resilience  
With the potential of a resilience frame contributing to better understandings of the ability 
of CPW to overcome adversity and enhance their well-being, improve child protection 
organisations, and benefit their clients, this study sought to explore how CPW develop and 
maintain resilience in relation to their work. To achieve this, CPW perceptions and 
experiences of resilience, and their approaches to overcoming the adversities faced, were 
explored through a longitudinal, qualitative approach using semi-structured interviews.  
The exploration of how participants understood their work and experiences and the 
meaning they made from this was supported by the use of a reflective methodology and 
interview approach. This provided rich data, creating a better understanding of how CPW 
respond and adapt to achieve equilibrium and growth in the face of adversity, and 
organisational impacts on resilience.   
 
Study participants self-nominated and self-identified as resilient in response to the 
advertised participant criteria that were informed by indicators of resilience. All participants 
were from the statutory child protection agency in Queensland, but were drawn from 
different local offices in various locations throughout southern Queensland. The offices 
from which the participants were drawn were in three different regional areas including 
rural and metropolitan locations. Some variance between management and locational 
factors in different offices were reflected in participant responses.  
 
The longitudinal approach to data collection supported the self-identified indication of 
resilience with 58% of the original participants continuing with the second interview. Those 
who participated in the second interview, continued to discuss positive elements of the 
work and all but one indicated an intention to stay in the field. This use of a qualitative, 
longitudinal and reflective methodology allowed a more in-depth examination of how CPW 
understood and experienced resilience over time.  
 
In contrast to the predominating research which is focused on negative outcomes of the 
adversity inherent in child protection work, including personal distress and staff turnover, 
this study focused on the experiences of the CPW that build and enhance resilience, 
addressing an apparent research gap (Kim & Kao, 2014; Russ et al., 2009). Consistent 
with resilience theory this study did not deny the substantial adversity faced by CPW or the 
impacts of this, but looks to how this is overcome to enable adaptation and effective 
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functioning in this context. In seeking to examine experiences of adversity and resilience 
the study was informed by constructivist theories considering how CPW interpreted and 
understood their context and experiences. The value of meaning making and narrative has 
been recognised through both trauma and vicarious trauma literature (Pearlman & Mac 
Ian, 1995; Tuval-Mashiach, Freedman, Bargai, Boker, Hadar, & Shalev, 2004) consistent 
with the study intent of exploring resilience through participant perceptions.  
 
The perceptions and meanings developed through CPW experiences, and how these 
related to resilience and understandings of the work, were evident in participant 
responses. The high value placed on the work by participants was evident in the 
emergence of themes related to spirituality as a sense of contributing to something larger 
than the individual (Crisp, 2010; Greene, Galambos & Lee, 2004). There were frequent 
expressions of altruistic motivations, passion and commitment to the work for the benefit of 
children and families in particular, and the wider community generally. Consistent with 
other studies, this commitment contributed to positive views of the work, perceived 
personal reward and satisfaction gained through the work, and supported positive 
approaches to overcoming difficulties (Bednar, 2003; Dickinson & Painter, 2009; Dollard et 
al., 2001; Khoo, Hyvonen, & Nygren, 2002; McLean & Andrew, 2000; Mor Barak et al., 
2001; Pooler, Wolfer, & Freeman, 2014; Weaver et al., 2007; Wood 2008). Participant 
views of clients through a humane lens, recognising shared human vulnerabilities and 
frailties, also contributed to the sense of meaning of the work to participants 
(Featherstone, et al., 2014).  
 
A range of themes emerged from the findings as important to resilience of CPW.  In 
considering the context of the work, experiences of adversity were common. Although 
acknowledged, in contrast to predominant views of child protection as involving high 
workloads in a bureaucratic and procedural system, participants were not strongly aligned 
with this view. Instead participants focused on the value of the work, the needs of clients 
and achievement of positive outcomes for them, and the rewards of doing this work.  
 
As outlined in Chapter 6, resilient staff were perceived to have a range of attributes, 
attitudes and behaviours rather than resilience being linked to particular personality traits. 
Common attributes of resilient staff were identified as humour, self-esteem and 
confidence, and a calm demeanor. Attitudes linked to resilience were positivity balanced 
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with realism; being empathic and able to use and maintain empathy; flexibility and ability to 
adapt to change; awareness and management of their locus of control and limitations to 
this; and having a systems or big picture view. Agency and self-efficacy were identified as 
significant, consistent with previous research which highlighted the role of self-efficacy in 
staff retention (Ellett, 2007). Resilient staff were viewed as displaying agency both in 
relation to clients and actively developing and maintaining their resilience, including 
through engaging in learning, reflection, self-care, and managing personal-professional 
boundaries.    
 
These findings were further developed through the exploration of influences on resilience 
as outlined in Chapter 7. Some personal factors were identified including: skills and 
experience; personal support, and consistent with the concept of agency, the application of 
a range of strategies in the workplace to respond to the challenges of the work and 
adversity faced. Alongside these there were a range of contextual and organisational 
influences on CPW resilience. Workloads, organisational policies and the context of 
change were noted. Relationships and experiences with clients both positive and negative 
influenced resilience, with workplace culture and how this supported staff vulnerability in 
relation to emotional reactions to experiences with clients a significant influence. The 
relationships within the workplace that enabled a sense of shared responsibility and 
provided support and emotional safety to debrief, reflect and learn provided by 
supervisors, managers and particularly colleagues were consistently identified as 
influencing resilience. Of particular importance were a workplace culture and relationships 
that encouraged and enabled reflective processes. This reflection promoted self-
awareness, assisted the development of effective responses to the adversity and informed 
professional practice development. 
 
The exposure of CPW to substantial adversity, consistent with previous research, was 
demonstrated by participants, but findings (see Chapter 5) indicated they found ways to 
remain positive and committed to child protection work. These insights provided an 
alternative to predominant views of CPW as suffering distress. This also provided insights 
that inform individual and organisational approaches to reducing the distress experienced 
by some CPW.  The outcome of this study indicates the importance of strength-based 
perspectives and benefit of a lens of resilience in supporting individual CPW and informing 
future workforce strategies.  
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A theory of workforce resilience: In developing a theory of workforce resilience in child 
protection key concepts have emerged from this study that inform the understanding of 
and approaches to the development and maintenance of resilience in the child protection 
workforce. The study provided a view of resilience consistent with existing research, but 
provided additional insights of resilience which build on these, and contribute to an 
enhanced understanding of resilience in the highly adverse context of child protection.  
 
Given the complexity of resilience, a number of themes were identified in the data analysis 
process. From these themes overarching concepts emerged. These concepts help to 
develop an understanding, and model of resilience in CPW, and inform approaches to 
building a more resilient workforce.   
 
The theory of resilience, which emerged from this study, placed resilience in the context of 
ecological epistemology, highlighting the influence of the contextual environment in which 
the work of child protection occurred. The nature of resilience was reflected by participants 
as multifaceted and how it develops is not a simple or linear process of achieving a state 
where one is resilient, but a complex and dynamic process that occurs and fluctuates over 
time with a range of interacting influences. While this study examined the resilience of 
individuals, it confirmed that CPW resilience occurs within the culture and context of the 
team, organisation and community, is developed and maintained through interactions with 
the environment, and relationships with others, and supported through relational and 
reflective processes.  
 
Resilience is a complex and dynamic process to which individuals may bring attributes that 
are more conducive to its development, but is also affected by experiences and contextual 
influences. As such, a focus on particular attributes of resilience employers may seek out 
when recruiting, will not necessarily achieve a resilient workforce. Additionally to recruiting 
approaches, the process of resilience and the experiences of CPW in developing 
sustained resilience, imply there is a role for child protection agencies in building and 
maintaining a resilient workforce. As adversity is inherent in the work, building a resilient 
workforce is likely to assist in addressing turnover.  
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Consistent with the multifaceted nature indicated, resilience occurs in the context of the 
environment in which staff interact with the organisational context and culture, workplace 
and team culture, clients, supervisors, colleagues and broader community context. This 
transactional view leads to the need to be cognisant of the specific contextual influences 
on resilience in child protection. This transactional nature of resilience, and specific 
contextual influences, need to be considered in any organisational approaches to 
workforce development. Therefore, while self-care strategies used by individuals may be 
of assistance they are unlikely to ensure the resilience of individual CPW, but need to be 
supported through organisational approaches as contributors to this.   
 
Reflective processes were also seen as foundational to the development and maintenance 
of resilience. The ability of individuals to develop personal insight, and practice wisdom, 
were highlighted as contributing to resilience. The availability of support from others to 
reflect on experiences and practice in the workplace, and a culture which encouraged and 
supported reflective approaches, were important contributors to the development of 
resilience.   
 
As suggested by considerations of interactions between the individual, their environment, 
the relationships in the workplace, and support of reflective approaches to dealing with 
adversity and practice, were identified as significant features of the process of resilience. 
The relational nature of resilience is highlighted consistently in participant understandings 
and experiences of their own resilience and observations of resilience in others.  
 
Conceptual considerations that inform the model of resilience, developed through this 
study, and which go to the nature, development and maintenance of resilience are 
discussed below. Consideration is also given to implications for building resilience in CPW 
and child protection organisations.  
Developing a model of resilience 
In developing a model of resilience key conceptual elements emerged from the themes 
identified in the conceptual framework and those that emerged through analysis of 
participant perceptions. This study builds on the current understandings of resilience and 
considers the implications of the specific context for individual CPW and workforce 
resilience in the context of child protection. 
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Consistent with the theoretical proposals participants’ responses affirmed their 
experiences of resilience accorded with a process understanding of resilience and 
highlighted the dynamic, multifaceted and transactional nature of resilience, as discussed 
below.  
 
Resilience as a process. While early considerations of resilience focused on individual 
factors, contemporary writings argue that resilience is a process, (Greene, 2002b). In this 
study, overwhelmingly participants described resilience as a process that develops and 
fluctuates over time. In their descriptions they also identified attributes that were perceived 
as conducive to individual CPW being resilient, such as personal characteristics, but also 
captured beliefs, attitudes, behaviors, and approaches to the work, which could be learned 
and developed. Study findings indicate that although CPW see personal attributes, as 
contributing to resilience, few saw these as the sole determinants of resilience. 
 
Commonly identified personal attributes characteristic of resilience are optimism, 
hardiness, flexibility and openness (Collins, 2007; Maddi & Khoshaba, 2005).  Participant 
views of resilient individuals, while indicating some similarity with these attributes, also 
identified the relevance of the specific context of child protection, and the complexity of the 
role. For example, the attribute of positivity and hopefulness was common. While aligned 
with optimism, positivity was tempered by the need to maintain a realistic sense of the 
nature of the work, the challenges involved, and the constraints on achieving change in 
families. In contrast to hardiness, there were discussions of personal strength, 
perseverance and tenacity in this challenging context, alongside the ability to recognise, 
and acknowledge vulnerabilities. Flexibility and openness were also identified as helpful 
which could be due to the need to effectively respond to the changing circumstances, and 
views of families, children and the range of other stakeholders as well as ongoing policy 
and practice changes. In the face of multiple highly stressful experiences and crises the 
need for a calm demeanor was also identified as helpful.  
 
Additional to personal attributes, experience, professional practice skills and organisational 
skills (planning, time management, and prioritisation) of CPW were also identified as 
supportive of resilience, given the likelihood of improving interactions with clients and 
reducing workload pressures. While conducive to resilience, the views and experiences of 
participants in this study evidenced that while having particular attributes and skills, CPW 
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resilience was not merely a static state based on these. Rather resilience, in the adverse 
context of child protection, develops and varies over time, and as CPW are exposed to a 
range of experiences.  
 
Most child protection services, including those in Queensland, require CPW to possess 
specific knowledge, skills, and qualifications (HCSWC, 2013). It has also been identified 
that CPW commonly come to the field with a strong commitment to helping children and 
families, and to facilitating change that will enable children to be safe and achieve positive 
life outcomes (Cameron, Hazineh, Frensch, Freymond, Michele, & Gebotys, 2011; Collins, 
2008; DePanfillis & Zlotnik, 2008; Ellett et al., 2009; Stalker et al., 2007). A strong 
commitment to, and passion for, the work was frequently raised by participants alongside a 
need for an enduring empathy for clients (see Chapter 6). Maintaining this passion and 
empathy was viewed by participants as essential to resilience given the relational nature of 
the work and types of adversities faced.  
 
While recognising particular personal attributes and indicators of resilience, a majority of 
participants did not perceive these as equating with resilience. Participants commonly 
recognised that CPW who had some, or all of these attributes were not always resilient 
while others who, for example, may not be highly flexible and find change difficult, can still 
adapt and be resilient given a range of influences.  
 
As literature indicates, the understanding of resilience as individual qualities has 
progressively developed with the contemporary understanding of resilience as a process 
being increasingly accepted (Greene, 2002b; Hart et al., 2007; Jaffee et al., 2007). This 
process view of resilience places the individual in context, recognising the influences, and 
interactions between the individual and their context, and the resulting changes to 
resilience over time (Hart, et. al 2007; Jaffee et al., 2007). Resilience is also perceived by 
some as developmental being achieved through learning behaviours, thoughts, and 
actions, which build and enhance the capacity to respond to, and be strengthened by, 
adversity (Stoltz, 1997; APA, 2015). Developmental views of resilience align with concepts 
of growth as a positive outcome of trauma, captured in research on post traumatic growth 
(Tedeschi & Colhoun, 1996; Tedeschi & Kilmer, 2005).  
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The experiences of study participants showed this dynamic process, with CPW resilience 
developing over time and fluctuating with exposure to adverse events, stressors and 
positive experiences. Participants described their exposure to chronic stressors and 
cumulative critical incidents resulting in periods where resilience fluctuated, either 
strengthening or weakening, influenced by the events encountered, and the workplace 
context and culture in which this occurred. The work was commonly described as 
occurring like waves, or ebbs and flows. Extreme events, or periods of high stress could 
be reflected in the resilience of both individuals, and more broadly in teams. This was 
evidenced by participant discussions of trauma where they described experiencing lower 
resilience and major policy changes that impacted workplace culture and team morale.  
 
This process of developing and maintaining resilience was not viewed as inherent or 
accidental; it required explicit ongoing efforts by CPW. This included the development of 
behaviours and skills to respond to the adversity faced, as well as the psychological 
processing that created meaning from situations as they occurred. As proposed by Lemay 
& Ghazal (2001), the careful construction of support networks and mechanisms over time 
was also indicated by participants. While resilience was developed, there was not an 
identifiable end point of high resilience sufficient to meet all occasions or levels of 
adversity faced. Many participants indicated their ability to overcome the adversities faced 
increased over time as a result of exposure to adverse situations, increased familiarity with 
clients and potential risks, professional practice skills, and application of particular 
strategies. Even so, given the extreme events encountered, often on multiple occasions, 
there was no guarantee any resilience developed would continue without ongoing effort or 
would enable CPW to be resilient to all adversity faced. The potential of facing a new 
situation not previously encountered was commonly identified by participants.  
 
This need for CPW to actively engage in the resilience process, indicated perceived self-
efficacy of the individual in overcoming the adversity, and agency that allowed them to 
access the resources and develop appropriate responses to do so. While Dickinson and 
Painter (2009, p. 201), suggest higher self-efficacy increased the likelihood to leave, Ellett 
(2007) highlighted the role of self-efficacy to retention. Similarly, Naso (2008) argues that 
the self-efficacy and agency of the individual is significant in their ongoing active 
engagement in the process of resilience. Self-efficacy is understood as “beliefs in one’s 
capacity to organise and execute the courses of action required to produce given levels of 
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attainments,” affecting choices and effort (Bandura, 1998, p. 53). This belief in self and 
one’s ability to influence circumstances is also relevant to how meaning is constructed 
from, and attributed to, adversity, which is argued by Greene (2002b) to be a determinant 
of success and resilience.  Self-efficacy is viewed by Bandura (2001, p. 2) as central to 
agency, which he describes as “the endowments, belief systems, self-regulatory 
capabilities and distributed structures and functions through which personal influence is 
exercised,” arguing agency enabled “people to play a part in their self-development, 
adaptation, and self-renewal.”  As positive adaptation is a core element of resilience, 
individual self-efficacy and agency influence, and contribute to, the development and 
maintenance of resilience.   
 
Participants understanding of resilience involved the positive beliefs in the purpose and 
achievement of outcomes, despite the challenges and adversities, but also required active 
steps to support the necessary development, adaptation and self-renewal. This was 
evident in statements by participants that although situations may be difficult they knew 
they could deal with them successfully (see Chapter 6). The need for CPW to engage 
actively in an ongoing process of learning and developing attitudes, behaviours, and 
strategies, to respond flexibly to the adversity faced, was frequently expressed. Where 
CPW were identified as ‘stuck’, inflexible, or unwilling to learn, they were viewed as non-
resilient.  
 
It is therefore argued that the process involved CPW bringing personal qualities conducive 
to resilience, but then requires them to be agentic in the development and maintenance of 
this in the child protection context over time. Hence, focusing on personal attributes alone 
does not account for the resilience of CPW. Therefore, while child protection agencies may 
seek to build a resilient workforce through recruitment processes by seeking to employ 
individuals with particular personality attributes, the findings of this study suggest this is 
unlikely to result in a resilient workforce. 
 
Viewing resilience as a process suggests that child protection organisations have a role 
and responsibility to create a context conducive to its development and maintenance. The 
inherent adversity in child protection work consistently challenges CPW. While individual 
CPWs have a role in their own development, organisational approaches to workforce 
development and retention, cognisant of and responsive to the process of building 
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resilience, are also required. This entails an organisational culture that supports new staff 
to adapt and build resilience to the inherent and complex adversities in child protection, 
and enables CPW to safely work through the process of resilience development as they 
are exposed to stress and traumatic experiences. The development of effective strategies 
also needs to consider the complex and dynamic nature of resilience.  
 
Resilience in context: The multifaceted complex and dynamic nature of resilience.  
The development of resilience occurs in, and is affected by, the contextual environment. 
The participant views of this process also evidenced a range of influences, with resultant 
changes or fluctuations in resilience over time.  
 
The understanding of resilience as a multifaceted and dynamic process has been 
proposed through other studies on resilience. Almedom (2013 p. 16) refers to Bonanno’s 
definition of resilience indicating it “suggests a dynamism with implicit non-linearity in the 
stable trajectory of healthy functioning.” This view of resilience as a dynamic process is 
also evident in the definition of resilience in Luthar et al., (2000a, p. 543), “the dynamic 
process encompassing positive adaptation within the context of significant adversity.” This 
study’s findings highlight the complex, multifaceted and dynamic nature of resilience in the 
context of child protection work. Participants’ experiences consistently indicated the 
attributes of the individual, their life and professional experiences including experiences of 
adversity, their skill level, the level and nature of social support available, and the 
organisational context all impact on CPW resilience. This is consistent with a view of 
resilience as a “multi-systemic phenomenon” (Greene et al., 2004, p. 78). 
 
Resilience is a process to which self-efficacy and agency contributes. The alignment of 
expectations the CPW had of their role and the expectations of supervisors, managers and 
workgroups, about how the role is undertaken, were also identified by participants as 
influencing resilience. Some participants had worked across more than one team or office 
and noted the differences in: the levels and types of support available to CPW; 
professional approaches to the work and clients; supervision; workload allocation 
approaches; and recognition and celebration of success. All these elements of team or 
workgroup cultures could affect CPW levels of trust and emotional safety, access to 
support, and ongoing development, and thereby influence resilience.   
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Some participants suggested that team or organisational elements of the work context or 
difficult workplace relationships could be more challenging than client work. Consistent 
with research evidence, workload and administrative burden were identified as 
organisational factors that could negatively impact resilience (Healy et al., 2009). This was 
more likely to impact when exacerbated by organisational constraints such as an inability 
to fill vacancies, or when it occurred in conjunction with other adversities, such as client 
aggression.  
 
At an organisational level, the acknowledgement of the difficulties of the work, how 
individual incidents and ongoing pressures were managed by the organisation, and 
support for time-out, were identified by study participants as influencing resilience. 
Organisational culture and expectations were also important (Kim & Kao, 2014), with 
participants identifying as beneficial, limitations to workload and work hours, and the 
encouragement and facilitation of time out through days off, leave or temporarily moving 
roles. The creation of boundaries, separating personal and professional life was a strong 
theme in participant responses. This involved personal strategies but also required flexible, 
supportive organisational approaches.   
 
Consistent with contemporary understanding of child protection systems as managerialist 
(Healy, 2009; Lonne et al., 2013), procedural and system requirements, and performance 
targets, were identified in the study findings as placing additional stressors on CPW. While 
organisational factors, such as bureaucratic and procedural constraints, were 
acknowledged and referred to as influencing resilience, participants maintained a positive 
view of the work, and identified rewards and satisfaction (see Chapter 5). This focus 
enabled them to interpret these constraints in terms of the relationships between the 
procedural requirements, and intended client outcome.   
 
Also consistent with literature on work satisfaction and turnover intention, recognition of 
achievements and opportunities for professional development and career advancement 
were all considered contextual influences on resilience by some participants (Dickinson & 
Perry 2003; Johnco, Salloum, Olson, & Edwards, 2014). While of less significance, the 
views of, and interactions with child protection by other agencies, the community, and 
media, were identified as impacting CPW resilience, particularly where they promoted 
negative portrayals of CPW or assigned blame for system failures (Lonne & Parton, 2014). 
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Alternatively, other agencies and stakeholders which assisted the achievement of client 
outcomes often provided a source of support. 
  
Participant responses included reference to broader effects of significant events, or 
particular circumstances, on teams and workgroups consistent with views of resilience as 
a collective process (Ungar, 2008).  This aligns with theories of resilience applied to 
organisations (Kantur & Iseri-Say, 2012). The impact of organisational and policy change, 
which overlaid other adversity occurring in the workplace, were cited as impacting more 
broadly that those at an individual level. The impact of uncertainty as a result of job losses 
and a public inquiry were discussed by participants in interview two, as impacting on the 
morale and culture of workgroups, in addition to resilience of some CPW.  
 
The availability of social support is also a consideration of the contextual contributors to 
resilience. Resilience literature frequently refers to the relevance of social support to the 
development of resilience (Findler et al., 2007; Greene et al., 2008; Lemay & Ghazal, 
2001). Hence, access to, and use of, supports was included in the interview frame. The 
findings not only suggest the availability of social support is important, but also its source 
and nature, and the ability of CPW to safely engage with it, as relevant. As indicated, while 
CPW sought support from family and friends, this was often not perceived as helpful as 
that from colleagues or supervisors who understood the work and shared common 
experiences. The importance of support from peers to reducing turnover and enhancing 
retention has also been identified (Manthorpe et al., 2014, 2015). In rural areas, references 
to a sense of isolation highlighted the importance of the availability of appropriate support.   
 
The importance of a safe work context, which acknowledged the emotional and 
psychological impacts of the work and provided mechanisms and opportunities for CPW to 
process these impacts, was identified by participants as central to the provision of social 
support. An organisational culture in which CPW felt able and comfortable to indicate they 
were emotionally impacted by the work, and that supported them to develop effective ways 
to respond to this through mechanisms such as team cohesion, supervision practices, 
accessing to counselling and workload adjustment, was identified as contributing to 
resilience.  
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These multiple and varying influences, contribute to the complex and dynamic nature of 
resilience over time. Participants discussed the development of resilience in the early 
phases of their career alongside the fluctuations that occurred following traumatic 
incidents, additional pressures, co-occurring or cumulative adversities, and/or reduced 
support from supervisors or colleagues.  
 
Given these multiple factors that impact on the resilience of CPW, it is clear that no single 
response will lead to a resilient CPW or workforce. The varying nature of the experiences 
encountered, and the differences between offices and workgroups, suggests it would be 
problematic to consider a single organisational approach to building a resilient workforce. 
This was evident in the mixed views expressed by participants of the value of employee 
assistance schemes. Similarly, the promotion of individual stress inoculation or self-care 
approaches, are unlikely to ensure resilient CPW. The contextual influences identified 
suggest the need for a range or organisational approaches to supporting the resilience of 
CPW. This view of resilience as a dynamic and collective process leads to consideration of 
the context and interactions between the individual and their environment within this 
process, rather than the perception of the development and maintenance of resilience 
resting solely within the individual. 
 
The transactional nature of resilience. Many contextual elements were identified by 
participants as influencing the resilience of CPW. This study confirms the influence of the 
transaction between the individual, and their context in the development of resilience 
which aligns with an ecological perspective of resilience.  Participants referred to 
influences from personal history and circumstances, the organisational culture, managerial 
and supervisory approaches, and local workgroup culture, as well as the multiple 
contributors to adversity faced in undertaking child protection work. These were identified 
as having the potential for both positive and negative impacts on resilience.  
 
Applying CSDT to understanding of vicarious trauma (Pearlman, & Saakvitne, 1995; 
Pearlman & Mac Ian, 1995) is also relevant to this transactional process. The ways 
individuals perceive and experience the context and make meaning from their 
experiences, are an element of this process. While CSDT suggests this is an individual 
process (Pearlman & Saakvitne, 1995), participant responses indicated this was also 
influenced by the culture and context of the workgroup. Interpretations of the influence of 
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particular tasks as client related, or administrative, preparation for difficult client 
interactions, and interpretation of client behaviour, were all examples that could be 
influenced by the particular work group culture.  
 
Unger (2008) highlighted the importance of the context and the transaction of people 
individually, and collectively, with their environment, positioning resilience within an 
ecological perspective. His understanding of resilience also considered the relevance of 
culture:  
 
In the context of exposure to significant adversity, resilience is both the capacity of 
individuals to navigate their way to the psychological, social, cultural, and physical 
resources that sustain their well-being, and their capacity individually and 
collectively to negotiate for these resources to be provided in culturally meaningful 
ways. (Ungar, n.d) 
 
Ungar’s view reinforces a transactional perspective of resilience as both an individual 
capacity, and a social, collective construct, transpiring in the individual’s context where 
resources occur, or are provided (Ungar 2008, p. 225). This highlights the importance of 
the transaction between the individual and the context in the negotiation of these 
resources, through agency, enabling access to, and use of these resources. Therefore the 
team and organisational culture which contribute to these resources affect the resilience of 
CPW. Given the adversity prevalent in child protection, the organisational resources which 
support resilience, need to enable a response to this particular context. This was 
supported in the participant responses regarding individual and workplace strategies and 
supports used to develop and maintain resilience.  
 
To enact agency, CPW need to have self-efficacy, which is contextually specific, enabling 
them to have confidence in their ability to overcome high stress and traumatic 
circumstances, on an ongoing basis. This application of agency and self-efficacy of CPW 
as contextually specific within an ecological perspective is also consistent with broader 
understandings of self-efficacy. As expressed by Naso perceived self-efficacy “has been 
found repeatedly to be both domain and situationally specific” (2008, p. 71). The 
importance to the development of resilience, of self-efficacy and active engagement 
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through agency identified by participants, further strengthens views of resilience as a 
transactional process reliant on the organisational context in which CPW operate.  
 
The specific nature of the child protection context including social and organisational 
contexts have been highlighted in studies, many of which have identified negative impact 
on or high rates of distress among CPW (Dollard et al., 2001; Lonne, 2003). Individuals 
may be resilient in circumstances where they are faced with a particular traumatic incident, 
or in the face of personal difficulties common in the general community. In the child 
protection context, where adverse experiences include multiple traumatic experiences, and 
chronic stressors, this same individual may not be resilient. Therefore, individuals need to 
be able to develop resilience in the face of the type, level, and frequency of adversity 
within the context, particularly threats, violence, and exposure to the impacts of child 
abuse.  
 
The significance of the transaction between the individual and their context to resilience 
was noted by participants in discussions regarding influences on and changes to resilience 
in response to events or the context. Examples provided included CPW who left quickly 
due to stress, or were longer term employees, but were burnt-out, not resilient or 
ineffective. The relevance of context was evident where participants discussed their 
experiences across different teams and work locations, and observations of individuals 
who were perceived to be resilient but experienced a decline in resilience in the face of 
particular workgroup cultures. Organisational and policy change was noted as a contextual 
factor influencing the resilience of some CPW in the second phase interviews.  
 
In their discussion of resilience in child protection, participants identified specific areas of 
navigation, negotiation or transaction between the CPW’s individual approaches to and 
understandings of the work, and the context, which influenced resilience. Examples of 
these included: the need for realistic portrayal of the work by the organisation and views of 
the work by CPW; locus of control as it related to decision making in a bureaucratic and 
statutory environment and in relation to influence on client decisions; the development and 
implementation of  personal-professional boundaries, and organisational support for taking 
breaks through leave or undertaking different roles to achieve this; sustaining a 
commitment to or passion for the role congruent with a client focus; and holding an abiding 
empathy for clients enhanced by team cultures and supported by supervisors and peers.   
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Realistic information about the work and the organisation was identified as more likely to 
result in appropriate recruitment. A clear and realistic understanding of the work and the 
impact on CPW enabled them to be better prepared to identify and develop strategies and 
access support systems specific to the particular adversities faced. The work context is 
one where successful client outcomes are often limited or slow to be evidenced. 
Participants highlighted the need for CPW to have a realistic view of the work. While a 
commitment to working with vulnerable children and families was also identified as critical 
to being able to continue, this needed to be balanced with a realistic view of the work, 
client responses to intervention, and likely outcomes. This interaction between the 
individual CPW and this context of limited success and the resulting perceptions of the 
effectiveness of the individual and the value of the work was identified as affecting the 
resilience of some.  
 
The interactions between the individual and the context were evident in discussions of 
motivations and approaches to the work by CPW. Those who were identified as seeking to 
rescue or save children and families were less likely to be viewed as resilient than those 
who had an awareness of the difficulties faced in this work. A rescue approach also 
perceived as less likely to achieve successful outcomes. Those who were able to maintain 
a perspective of their role in facilitating change rather than rescuing were able to better 
hold the tension between their influence and the willingness of the clients to effect the 
changes required. This perspective, alongside a sense of shared responsibility for 
facilitating change, better enabled CPW to work within the organisational constraints. The 
professional culture of the workgroup, the approach of peers, and supervision, were 
identified as influencing perspectives and approaches of CPW. For example, a strong 
reflective culture could contribute to CPW reviewing their approach, exploring frustrations, 
learning from challenges and developing alternative strategies and approaches.  
 
Similarly the common experience of client anger and aggression and the engagement of 
the CPW in these interactions impacts on resilience. CPW perceived as resilient were 
more likely to see themselves as similar to clients with a strong view of the humanity of 
clients. CPW who did not perceive similarities were identified as more judgmental and less 
resilient. Where the cultural context enabled CPW to hold a view of clients that 
acknowledged their circumstances and recognised their humanity, supported the ability to 
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engage with clients, and rather than perceive client anger and aggression as a personal 
affront, this was likely to better support resilience. This ability to maintain an abiding 
empathy to support meaningful engagement (Lonne, Harries, Featherstone, & Gray, 2015) 
in the face of significant challenges, through client anger and aggression, were important 
to resilience. A loss of empathy or perception of clients as being personally threatening to 
the individual rather than reacting to the professional and statutory role of the CPW was 
identified as likely to challenge resilience.  The meaning made by CPW of these 
experiences could be influenced by workplace culture and the common view of the client 
by others in the workplace, such as a culture which enhanced a strengths-based approach 
or one that was more punitive towards clients.  
 
As child protection agencies have become increasingly risk averse and managerialist, 
CPW have experienced less client engagement, and increased levels of proceduralised 
and administrative responsibilities (Lonne et al., 2013). In an occupation where motivation 
is linked to benefiting families and children (see Chapter 6), perceptions of the 
environment as managerialist, or bureaucratic, also influenced resilience through: 
workload pressures; perception of success as defined by the organisational performance 
targets as opposed to client outcomes; increased adversarial approaches towards clients; 
and a culture of blame. Some participants suggested this type of organisational culture 
increased the likelihood of client anger, undermining a client focus and the achievement of 
client outcomes. Again the role of the organisation, and the perception of, and 
engagement with the agency by CPW, affects the resilience of the workforce. Local office 
or team cultures where CPW were supported to reflect and learn how to work within this 
context were identified as more likely to support CPW to make meaning from their 
experiences and enhance resilience (Gordon, 2015).  
 
Contributing to this was an understanding of personal and organisational responsibility for 
decisions, particularly a sense of shared responsibility. Participants discussed their locus 
of control on a number of occasions. This applied to both considerations of clients and role 
responsibilities. While legislative and organisational power were available to CPW, the 
understanding that although resources and support were required to facilitate change, 
behavioural and lifestyle changes for clients rested with the client, assisted CPW to better 
adapt to the limitations of achieving successful outcomes. Where CPW were not able to 
undertake casework as they saw best for clients, or where decisions were made contrary 
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to their recommendations, an understanding of the constraints (legislative and 
bureaucratic) and the role of others, were important to reconciling these difficulties. The 
ability to raise concerns and challenge these constraints was also identified as important. 
Decision making limitations were at times viewed positively, particularly in complex and 
high risk situations, with potential impacts on clients, where there were benefits to a 
shared responsibility rather than being alone and isolated.   
 
In addition to operating in a stressful environment, CPW work with highly volatile clients in 
distressing circumstances. This exposure to trauma, and the tragic stories and images of 
the abuse faced by children contributes toward a context of ongoing threat, high levels of 
conflict and sadness. CPW resilience needs to be developed in a manner that responds to 
both chronic (ongoing over time) and cumulative (multiple traumatic incidents) exposure to 
adversity. The systems and processes to support resilience need to take account of 
negative public perceptions reflected in high levels of criticism and complaints (Goddard & 
Hunt, 2011), and contribute to the difficulties of the work. Similar to community, the views 
of child protection expressed by the media are negative, with a focus on system failure and 
promotion of punitive responses (Lonne & GIllespie, 2014, p. 838) often ‘blaming 
practitioners for making the wrong decisions as to whether or not to remove children,” 
(Lonne et al., 2015, p. 4) can increase the punitive nature of organisations, further 
increasing CPW stressors.  
 
The role of the organisation in providing emotional safety, access to appropriate support 
and a learning culture rather than a procedural focus and blaming culture, is indicated as 
likely to enhance resilience. Where participants experienced a safe, supportive and 
learning culture, they were able to maintain a positive view of the work (see Chapter 5). 
This is particularly important given the punitive culture that has been noted to be an 
element of the culture of child protection systems (Lonne et al., 2013). While the role of 
child protection agencies is to protect children from harm it is inconceivable that harm will 
be prevented for all children (CPCOI, 2013). In risk averse contexts with a focus on 
procedural compliance which has predominated in western child protection approaches in 
recent years (Lonne, et al., 2013) CPW are arguably more likely to experience blame than 
emotional safety and support for learning in the complex circumstance of human services 
practice.  
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Participants clearly indicated the role of supervisors, work teams, and the organisational 
context in fostering their resilience. The transactions between the CPW, their colleagues, 
workplace culture and organisational rules and processes, and the meaning made from 
these contexts all affected CPW resilience. The workload burden and performance 
measures focused on work throughputs rather than client outcomes, the context of 
organisational change and safety (both emotional and physical) were all indicated as 
influencing how individual CPW perceived this work and their resilience.  
 
An ecological view of resilience that considers the multi-systemic influences on resilience 
broadens the approaches to building resilience from the individual to consider the team, 
organisational and societal elements that may contribute to a more resilient child 
protection workforce. This approach also provides a wider view of the contributors to 
resilience including those influences in the organisational context that are more likely to 
contribute to a resilient workforce.   
 
An ecological model of resilience 
Throughout this study, participants’ perceptions, understandings and experiences 
indicated the development of resilience occurred through transactions between the 
individual, and their environment and social context. This perspective is consistent with 
ecological theories which recognise the complex nature of human systems and the 
relevance of, and interactions between, the individual and their context (Greene, 2002a; 
Fraser, 1997). An ecological view of resilience in social workers was proposed by Greene 
(2002a), who stated in the preface “Resiliency theory is best understood in conjunction 
with ecological and systems thinking that characterises the profession's person-
environment approach”. Ecological theories provide a basis for considering the links and 
interactions between the individual and their environment in developing and maintaining 
resilience. Greene (2002b, p. 63) clearly placed resilience in the environmental context 
describing an ecological view of resilience as “broadening the view of what constituted 
resilient behavior,” helping practitioners “understand the network of influences” and “better 
comprehend how microsystems are affected by the macro environment.”  An ecological 
model of resilience provides a basis to assist the understanding of resilience in the context 
of child protection as a complex, dynamic and multifaceted process, as evidenced in this 
study. This approach enables the recognition of the contextual influences including: 
workplace culture; supervisor and collegiate support; interactions with clients and other 
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stakeholders; adverse experiences; and how resources occur, or can be provided; that 
assist CPW to effectively respond to the multiple and complex challenges faced daily.   
 
While this view of resilience is consistent with existing theories, this study has provided 
additional understanding of resilience in the specific context of child protection work 
through the perceptions, understandings and experiences of CPW. The qualitative nature 
of the study provides rich data contributing to the understanding of resilience within this 
highly adverse context. The perceptions, understandings and experiences of participants 
provide insights to the particular contextual influences on resilience and the process 
requiring both development and active maintenance over time.   
 
Ecological models provide an appropriate basis to understand resilience (Ungar, 2013). In 
the context of a bureaucratic statutory agency such as child protection, the legislative 
basis, community expectations and power considerations are of relevance. This was a 
consideration for CPW as indicated in discussions related to locus of control. The 
expectation of community to ensure the safety of children, while working within legislative 
and bureaucratic constraints across community services and legal systems go to the 
complex systems which interact in the provision of child protection services.  
 
An ecological model goes some way to the understanding of resilience in CPW, but does 
not fully explain the understanding of resilience identified in this study where particular 
elements of the process for CPW where highlighted. The ongoing and chronic adversity in 
the context of child protection and the dynamic nature of resilience in this context are not 
sufficiently explained through an ecological model alone. As noted by Healy (2005), 
ecological models have been criticised for their complexity, and lack of a critical stance.  
An ecological model of resilience does not easily lead to approaches that contribute to the 
building of resilience in complex contexts, or provide a roadmap for achieving this. 
Additional concepts need to be considered to fully understand resilience as identified by 
participants. Two concepts that emerged from the study as areas of importance, that build 
on an ecological understanding of resilience were, the relational context and the relevance 
of reflective approaches.   
A relational conceptualisation of resilience 
Although the transactional nature of resilience within ecological perspectives suggesting 
resilience occurs in context is recognised (Greene, 2002b), there has been limited 
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consideration of the relational nature of resilience. Where relational elements are indicated 
this is often limited to consideration of social support as a protective or moderating factor 
for resilience (Devereux et al., 2009; Kim & Kao, 2014; Kim & Stoner, 2008). The findings 
of this study suggest the relational context in which CPW are embedded is significant to 
resilience. This is not only through relationships that provide individual social support but 
includes the nature and perceptions of client relationships, peer and supervisory 
relationships, and the relationships across the team and organisation which are central to 
the workplace culture and context.    
 
Although relational approaches to resilience have not been well considered in research, as 
Ruch (2009) suggests, relationship-based approaches have been subject to increasing 
interest in social work. Ruch (2009, p. 350) proposes that “relationship-based practice 
emphasises the centrality of relationships, and the principles informing it, are relevant to 
the range of relationships encountered in professional contexts, for example with service 
users, colleagues, managers and other professionals.” The importance of relationships 
within adverse contexts challenges the concept of resilience as reliant on personal 
attributes and further strengthens a process and transactional conceptualisation of 
resilience, consistent with ecological models.  
 
Based on the experiences of the study participants, within the child protection context, the 
importance of the client relationship, the presence of people who understand the 
challenges and the impact of the work, and the availability and responsiveness of 
supervisory support, were highly relevant to staff experiences of resilience. The need for 
someone to witness one’s development or maintenance of resilience, to challenge, 
support, and engage in a relational process that assists a CPW overcome adversity were 
identified through participant discussion of both their own, and others resilience.  
 
As argued by Greene (2002b, p. 63) the ecological context includes the network of 
influences including family, peer group, school, neighbourhood, and society.  In the context 
of child protection the organisation also forms part of this network. The role of others in the 
process of resilience for CPW was evidenced throughout the participant interviews. 
Similarly Ruch (2009, p. 350) proposes that “a fundamental tenet of the relationship-based 
approach is its focus on the individual in context and on the psychological and the social, 
as neither the individual nor the context make sense without the other.” 
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Theories of resilience have considered the role of social support and this is seen as a 
positive or protective feature for resilience at both the individual and team levels (Prati & 
Pietrantoni, 2009; van Emmerik, Euwema, & Bakker, 2007). Social support has been 
described as the “various ways in which individuals aid others” (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007) 
and the “social-psychological and interpersonal processes that maintain and promote 
health and well-being,” (Gottlieb, 2009). From a systems perspective, social support is an 
environmental resource and a social process, involving actual behaviour and perceptions 
of support (Galek, Flannelly, Greene, & Kudler, 2011, p. 638). This study affirms social 
support as beneficial in the development of resilience, as participants consistently referred 
to support from others as a positive influence on resilience.    
 
While social support is a contributor to resilience in CPW, the findings also suggest that 
the relational context in which social support is provided and resilience occurs, is more 
complex than simply the resources offered to promote well-being. The role of relationships 
in the transactional process of resilience of CPW has emerged as significant. Although 
some of the relationships encountered in child protection could be challenging rather than 
supportive, how they were perceived and experienced was also important to resilience.  
 
In child protection, the CPW is embedded in a range of relationships including those with 
clients, peers, supervisors, managers, and colleagues from other organisations, in addition 
to their personal relationships.  It is suggested the relational nature of resilience is more 
than just having social support, but who the relationships are with, how the relationships 
occur, the context in which the relationships occur, and how they are perceived to impact 
on the CPW. Relationships are the foundation on which resilience is developed. Not all 
relationships, although they may offer resources, will be of value in developing resilience. 
Similarly participants’ experiences suggest that relationships that may not be viewed as a 
source of social support, may also contribute to resilience.  
 
In Queensland, CPW hold degrees in social work, psychology, human services or other 
behavioural sciences. For these professionals the role of relationship is central to their 
occupation as they are trained to use self and relationships with individuals, groups and in 
social settings, to effect change. Historically relationship has been identified as important 
in any therapeutic intervention, with the relationship between the therapist and the client 
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identified as a key element in client outcomes (Ruch, Turney, & Ward, 2010). This client 
relationship is the primary focus of the CPW in the context of child protection, as stated by 
Munro (2011b, pp. 12-13): 
 
Good social work practice requires forming a relationship with the child and family 
and using professional reasoning to judge how best to work with parents … Social 
workers need to make best use of evidence on how to help families change. This 
should include both, evidence about the nature of effective working relationships, 
and of methods to use within these relationships to promote change.  
 
While a primary focus, the client relationship is often the most challenging for CPW and by 
itself, unlikely to be a source of social support. As suggested by Baumeister & Vohs 
(2007), “agreeableness has been found to be most strongly associated with support and 
perceived support.” This is not always a feature of relationships with clients in child 
protection; rather they are frequently a source of stress or trauma, due to aggression and 
violence (Goddard & Hunt, 2011). Yet, participants consistently discussed the importance 
of this relationship, how it was conducted and maintained, and the outcomes achieved. A 
commonly expressed participant view was that, the ability to maintain a humane 
understanding of, and abiding empathy towards, the client, contributed to resilience. This 
occurred in the face of often negative views of, and behaviour towards the CPW by clients.  
Participant focus on managing difficult clients, to develop effective relationships with, and 
outcomes for them, provided work satisfaction and personal reward. Although not a source 
of social support, these relationships were often identified as rewarding and a contributor 
to resilience.  
 
The connection with the client goes beyond the individual and their direct interactions with 
clients. This was indicated in participant responses that discussed the value of viewing the 
procedural and administrative elements of the work in light of the impacts on clients. For 
example case plans, funding submissions, and even performance targets could be viewed 
through a lens of implications for clients. This interpretation of the administrative elements 
of the work identified less desirable tasks with client outcomes, thereby engaging with 
CPW motivation, commitment and passion, and relationship with the client.   
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Another component of engagement and relationship with the client identified as 
contributing to resilience was the CPW ability to use and maintain empathy towards all 
clients, including those who posed particular difficulties. The importance of empathy with 
the client and the ability to influence positive client outcomes through their work and 
relationship with clients was a key element in maintaining optimism and hope, contributing 
to resilience. As Rothschild and Rand (2006, p. 10) state, “empathy is our major, greatest, 
and most reliable tool. Often it is our capacity for empathy that brings us to the helping 
professions in the first place.” This focus on achieving positive outcomes, and 
encouragement from peers and supervisors to continue to seek these when facing difficult 
circumstances, was common across participants. An ability to identify and apply 
successful interventions, and achieve positive outcomes, is likely to increase self-efficacy, 
mastery and agency (Bandura, 2001). As stated by Benight and Bandura (2004, p. 1132), 
“the stronger the sense of efficacy, the bolder people are in taking on the problematic 
situations that breed stress and the greater their success in shaping them more to their 
liking.” This achievement purpose, in addition to reinforcing a sense of the value of the 
work and personal reward, can reinforce personal motivation. This sense of abiding 
empathy and meaningful engagement is identified as significant to humane, relational and 
ethical practice approaches, (Lonne et al., 2015, p. 140).  
 
Descriptions of social support suggest how this is perceived and experienced is linked to 
the closeness or intimacy of the relationship (Baumeister & Vohs, 2007; Gottlieb, 2009). 
While confirming that family and friends provided some elements of social support, 
participant responses indicated this was often not the primary source of support. This was 
the case particularly where CPW sought support to process the impacts of dealing with 
experiences of adversity related to their work. CPW often did not seek support from family 
and friends in order to protect them from the distressing details of the work. Many of those 
CPW who sought support from family and friends, found this unhelpful as they lacked 
understanding of the work. Where friends and family were in the same, or a similar 
occupation, they were more likely to be perceived as supportive in relation to the work. 
 
While not being a primary source of support for the emotional processing required as a 
result of the traumatic content of the work, instead, family life was often described as 
providing a balance to the negative experiences of families that could develop through 
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work. Family and friends also provided positive and enjoyable activities, experiences and 
relationships through which a sense of a full-life, work-life balance and self-care was 
achieved. The ability to develop and maintain boundaries between work and personal life 
involves an ability to bridge the two, maintaining congruence rather than 
compartmentalising these life arenas to the point of avoidance of the trauma impacts or 
dissociation. This ability to manage the boundaries between the personal and professional 
self also contributed to the ability of CPW to assign attribution of client abuse and threats 
with the context of child protection, rather than personalising these, and thereby 
decreasing the emotional impact. It is important to note that where the maintenance of 
personal boundaries or personal relationships were problematic, this was identified by 
participants as likely to impact on resilience in the workplace, highlighting the importance 
of the balance provided by personal relationships.  
 
The identified need for a clear separation of professional and personal life, and the 
importance of being able to create boundaries between these spheres of life, are also 
relevant to the considerations of support provided or accessed by CPW. As with the 
described impacts of trauma and vicarious trauma, lacking boundaries between personal 
and professional, can affect the emotional and physical availability of CPW to their 
families, where this is a source of emotional processing. Where thoughts and emotional 
distress occurred in personal arenas, participants indicated these periods were times when 
they were less resilient. The findings of this study suggest effective and resilient CPW 
develop strategies (physical and psychological) to separate their professional and personal 
lives. This potentially limits the type and level of social support accessed in the personal 
arena of their lives, placing a greater need to access support and undertake emotional 
processing, within the workplace. 
 
Given the limitations of social support received from personal relationships, the 
relationship with and role of peers in supporting the development and maintenance of 
resilience was highly significant. Understandings of trauma include descriptions of trauma 
as ‘unknowable’ and ‘unsharable’ experiences (Naso, 2008, p. 70). This understanding of 
trauma is challenged by the views of participants who described the contributions of peers 
to the normalisation and processing of the emotional and psychological impacts of the 
work. In contrast to this view of trauma, studies on burnout have identified a positive 
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association between the support of peers, and reduced burnout (Mutkins, Brown, & 
Thorsteinsson, 2011), and increased retention (Burns, 2011). 
  
Study participants consistently viewed support from peers as a positive influence on 
resilience. Participant descriptions of their own experiences, and knowledge of other CPW, 
indicated seeking out and sharing their experiences with peers was a key source of 
support, given common experiences and understanding of difficulties and successes 
encountered. All participants discussed the importance of informal debriefing with peers, 
and their ability to talk about both the content and the emotional effects of the work. As 
suggested by Gordon (2015), processing the effects of chronic and cumulative stressors is 
complex and requires high order problem solving which is more effective when done with 
others. It was recognised that not all colleagues were identified as appropriate or safe to 
debrief with, therefore participants were selective in identifying the particular co-workers 
they sought this support from. The selection of people viewed as able to provide the 
support needed, in a way that met the individual needs, heightened the likelihood of 
receiving appropriate support.  
 
Similar to peers, supervisors were often referred to as influencing the resilience of CPW. 
The relationship with the supervisor contributed to this, but was not simply a source of 
social support. The role of supervisors and managers has been well established in relation 
to both the impact on turnover and in prevention of burnout (Manthorpe et al., 2015). A 
poor relationship with or view of a supervisor has been indicated to affect intention to 
leave, whereas positive views of a supervisor and perceiving them supportive has been 
associated with lower levels of burnout and improved retention (Claiborne, Auerbach, 
Lawrence, Lui, McGowan, Fernendes, & Maganno, 2011; Kim & Kao, 2014; Johnco et al., 
2014; Strand & Dore, 2008). This study’s findings supported the importance of the 
relationship with the supervisor and manager and their influence on CPW resilience. This 
influence related to the management style, and workplace culture promoted, practice 
oversight and guidance, and direct support provided (both practical and emotional). A 
significant element of support was the acceptance of the emotional impacts of the work as 
normal and provision of emotional safety in expressing vulnerability and debriefing to 
process these impacts. Encouragement of practice and personal reflection, and facilitation 
of learning through reflection, was also identified as a key role of the supervisor.   
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While support may be offered by the supervisor, the role of and relationship with the 
supervisor was not just one of individual social support. The confidence of CPW in their 
supervisors’ understanding of their work and practice decisions, and ability to provide 
effective professional supervision, and support professional development, were also 
important. How the supervisor set the culture of the team, to encourage a safe and 
supportive environment, also influenced resilience across team members. This included 
their management of poor behaviour, or performance by staff, supporting a client focus, 
assisting with difficult clients, promoting work allocations that responded to periods of 
individual vulnerability, and managing or interpreting organisational expectations of CPW.  
 
Not only are individual relationships relevant to resilience but relationships within and 
across team, workgroup and organisational contexts were also discussed by participants. 
The workplace culture, work demands and responsibilities impact on the availability and 
emotional safety of relationships. Similarly, a sense of trust and confidence in, and 
commitment to, the organisation were reflected in participant responses. Access to 
information and mechanisms to provide feedback on practices, processes, and 
procedures, influencing changes were all referred to in participant responses. Cultures 
focused on procedures and throughput-based performance measures, were seen to 
undermine the value of the quality of work and relationally-based practice, which was not 
well aligned with the values and motivation of CPW. Blaming or isolating cultures often 
found in child protection, have been identified as problematic (Goddard & Hunt, 2011; 
Healy et al., 2009; Lonne et al., 2013). Consistent with this view, participants identified that 
where CPW felt targeted and not able to access practical or emotional support within the 
workplace, their resilience was reduced. Cultures viewed as positively influencing 
resilience were acknowledging of the challenges faced in the work and the resultant 
impacts on CPW, and were perceived as encouraging of help seeking. When CPW sought 
help, access to informal and formal support arrangements was available, ranging from co-
workers to counselling through employee assistance providers.   
 
Supportive cultures also encouraged a more relationally-based approach, creating a sense 
of shared responsibility through co-working of cases, providing practical assistance at 
times of high pressure, jointly celebrating success and supporting learning. This sense of 
supportive team culture was broader than the CPW immediate team. Some participant 
responses suggested a sense of being part of a team, not just within their immediate 
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workgroup, but more broadly across the organisation. This sense of relationship across 
teams provided CPW with an access to staff from other workgroups or sections for 
information or particular work tasks and debriefing or other support when normal channels 
of support were not available. It was interesting to note that where relationships between 
professionals were not respectful this was particularly challenging for CPW.  
 
Of particular importance in the organisational context was the CPW’s perception of their 
locus of control. Given high workloads, their role of facilitating change in families, and 
bureaucratic and system constraints (including courts), understanding of the scope and 
limitations of the control held by individual CPW was significant. Where an understanding 
of the responsibility for decision making was placed realistically in this context, CPW were 
less likely to hold onto a misaligned sense of responsibility.  
 
Participants generally held a work ethos of doing all that one could, but recognising others 
often held responsibility for decisions impacting on outcomes. Given the complex nature of 
the work, a context that recognised and valued the CPW relationship with the client, and 
enabled them to advocate for clients, and challenge decisions made by supervisors or 
managers, was perceived positively. The CPW’s ability to manage the boundaries of their 
role and manage the constraints of a statutory agency, hierarchical decision making, the 
role of external parties such as courts and tribunals in decision making, and the willingness 
and ability of clients to change, is highly complex. The relationships in the workplace, 
including those with peers and supervisors, assisted CPW to negotiate the complex nature 
of the organisational structures, processes, and culture, in managing responsibilities and 
demands within their locus of control. Relationally-based, collaborative, strengths-based 
approaches to casework and decision making, that encourage ongoing learning in this 
complex context, are more likely to be conducive of resilience (Collins, 2007) 
 
As indicated (Chapter 5), child protection is frequently portrayed negatively by other 
services, and the broader community. These, particularly the view of other agencies, can 
be shifted to create a positive contribution to meeting client needs. Some participants 
referred to the value of the supervisor’s role in building networks and positive relationships 
with other agencies, enhancing collaborative approaches to responding to diverse and 
complex client needs. Collaborative approaches were viewed as enabling additional 
resources to be applied to the work and reducing challenges faced by CPW. As with many 
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matters perceived as wicked problems, collaborative approaches in child protection have 
been identified as better able to achieve positive outcomes for children and families, 
(Devaney & Spratt, 2009). Collaborative approaches through case coordination across 
agencies, enables shared responsibility for responding to the diverse range of client 
needs, and forms part of the relational context of the work. While this would not normally 
be considered in discussions of social support, both the ability to access the range of 
services needed by clients and the sense of shared responsibility, were referred to by 
participants as positive influences on resilience.  The findings of the CPCOI (2013) report, 
confirmed that addressing the complex issue of child abuse is a shared responsibility 
requiring the active engagement of many organisations and individuals across the 
community. 
 
The relational context of child protection and the significance of the relationships that occur 
within this context to the development of resilience in CPW is a major finding of this study. 
The value of relationships, including caring relationships in the workplace, has benefits for 
individuals and organisations (Wilson & Ferch, 2005). As suggested by M09 (p. 169) 
resilience requires a witness to support and affirm, which reinforces the value of 
relationships that provide a ‘compassionate witness’ to the process of resilience within 
organisations (Powley, 2009).  
 
This finding points to the need for the organisational context and culture to take a more 
relationally-based approach to both client work and staff support. In response to the 
adversity in the work, organisational culture needs to accommodate and promote safe, 
positive and supportive relationships that acknowledge the challenges and emotional 
impacts faced, and enable these impacts to be effectively worked through and overcome 
by staff.  Given the complexity of the environment and the work undertaken the reality is 
that errors will occur, and outcomes for clients will at times be poor, regardless of the 
individual CPW. A supportive, relationally-based culture that facilitates reflection and 
learning in these circumstances is more likely to enhance CPW resilience than a punitive 
and blaming, and therefore isolating, culture. The provision of effective supervision through 
skilled supervisors, and supportive team cultures contribute to the ability of CPW to 
respond to and overcome the inherent adversity of child protection work, and is therefore 
more likely to contribute to a resilient workforce.   
 
202 
 
The value of relationally-based approaches in child protection organisations and practice, 
have been promoted in recent years (Collins, 2007; CPCOI, 2013; Lonne et al., 2015; 
Munro, 2011).  Recent moves to implement new practice frameworks in Queensland 
(Queensland Government, 2015), aligns with recent approaches in other jurisdictions, both 
nationally and internationally (Keddell, 2014), moving towards more relationally-based 
approaches. These strengths and relationally-based practice approaches are consistent 
with the appreciative inquiry model drawn from management and organisational theory 
(van der Haar & Hosking, 2004; Verleysen et al., 2015). An alignment of these strengths-
based approaches across casework practice and organisational culture, which are 
supportive of collaboration, innovation, reflection and ongoing learning, appear more likely 
to enhance the resilience of CPW, than managerialist and procedurally-based cultures.   
 
The value of reflective constructs to resilience 
This study utilised a reflective methodology in the interviewing process to facilitate the 
exploration of participant understandings and experiences of resilience. As suggested in 
the discussion of the relational context of resilience, the importance of personal and 
professional reflection also emerged as facilitating the development and maintenance of 
resilience in CPW.  
 
Social work has long espoused the value of reflection in practice (Fook, 1996; Askeland & 
Fook, 2009). As described by Askeland and Fook (2009, p. 289) reflection is a process of 
learning from experience, through examining the foundational thinking and emotional 
implications, and making meaning from these. The role of the CPW, similar to that of a 
counsellor requires self-awareness that enables effective use of self. The awareness of 
interactions, emotional and psychological responses, also require an awareness of one’s 
role in this relational dynamic, and how to use this to best effect to facilitate change 
through relationships. The value of processing emotional implications of, making meaning 
from, and learning new ways to respond to and overcome adversity, is of particular 
relevance to developing and maintaining resilience. In light of the consistent participant 
views of the importance of reflection to resilience, the adversity faced in child protection, 
and the role of reflection noted above, there is value in considering the role of reflection in 
the resilience of CPW.  
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In child protection reflective practice approaches have not been a widely used over the last 
10-15 years in systems increasingly influenced by New Public Management with the 
promotion of actuarial tools, information systems that drive practice, and procedural 
compliance (Gillingham, 2014; Healy, 2009; Lonne et al., 2013; Munro, 2011a). The value 
of critical reflection is increasingly argued as beneficial as identified in the recent Inquiry 
(CPCOI, 2013; AASW, 2010). As suggested by Munro (2011b, pp. 11-22), “supervision, 
which provides the space for critical reflection, is essential for reducing the risk of errors in 
professionals’ reasoning”. Similarly, Morrison (2001, p. 57) promotes a reflective 
supervision model aligned with KIolb’s experiential learning cycle stating,  
 
Professional development occurs through the process of making use of and 
learning from experience, reflecting on that experience, analysing it with reference 
to values, theory, research and thereby developing new models for action which are 
then tested through further experience.  
 
The role of reflection was highlighted by participants as a key element of developing and 
maintaining resilience in child protection work. Both the ability to use reflection to develop 
self-awareness and insight, and to be supported by others to reflect on practice and 
impacts on clients, were consistently identified. In their discussion of CPW who were 
motivated to enter the child protection field as a result of their personal history, reflection to 
develop self-awareness was identified as supporting better practice and reducing distress.  
The importance of having ‘dealt’ with personal issues, and an awareness of how these 
influenced perceptions of clients and the work, were identified. CPW who were motivated 
by a need to rescue children or families in response to their particular personal 
experiences of trauma, were referred to as being less likely to be objective and able to 
maintain empathy, and more likely to make poor decisions. They were also viewed as 
being more likely to be re-traumatised through the work. Alternatively, where CPW had 
critically reflected on and worked through personal issues and were self-aware, they were 
more likely to be identified as resilient CPW able to engage with clients in an appropriate 
manner.  
 
Garfield-Niinikoski (2009, p. 336) argues the importance of reflection in the development of 
agency through the consideration of alternative actions, promoting understandings of 
choice, discretion and how to act wisely, suggesting this enables CPW to have a say, and 
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promotes well-being. Given this link between agency and perceptions of resilience in the 
study findings, the proposition by Garfield-Niinikoski (2009), of the link between reflection 
and agency, strengthens the value of reflection to the process of resilience. As a learning 
tool reflection is likely to provide insights on practice that enable the development of skills 
in dealing with both clients and the adversity faced. The use of reflection and resulting 
learning contributes to self-efficacy and produces awareness of alternative ways of acting, 
increasing choices and capacity for agency and therefore contributing to well-being 
(Garfield-Niinikoski, 2009).  
 
In a context of exposure to the traumatic material about the abuse of children which the 
community generally find distressing, abhorrent, or outside of their understanding, the 
ability to make meaning out of these experiences is critical to identifying value in the work. 
Similarly, CPW are part of a system which may result in instances where children are 
exposed to systems abuse, and poor life outcomes (Lonne et al., 2015). The ability to 
contextualise and rationalise one’s role in this context can be difficult. How CPW make 
meaning out of their work in this context is challenging. The ability to operate in a reflective 
manner enables CPW to make meaning of, and find value in, their work, contributes to a 
more positive understanding and view of their work. As argued by Askeland and Fook 
(2009, p. 289), reflective processes contribute to the meaning making where this is applied 
individually, and in supervisory and peer contexts, it contributes to building meaning and 
understanding within the context of the work and relationships that contribute to this 
complex environment.  
 
Colleagues and supervisors both contributed to CPW engagement in reflective processes. 
Reflection was identified as assisting CPW to process the emotional and psychological 
impacts of the work as well as providing a way of achieving ongoing learning through 
examining practice.  In a recent presentation on cumulative stress Gordon (2015), 
highlighted the importance of reflection to processing trauma stating, “we can’t engage in 
higher order problem solving by ourselves, we need to do that in a community.” As such, 
reflection is relevant individually, and as an organisational strategy, to assist CPW 
overcome the impacts of stress and trauma.  
 
Given the nature of child protection work, organisational support to reflect and learn is 
likely to enhance the capacity of CPW to engage effectively in this complex environment, 
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improve practice skills, and overcome the chronic stress encountered.  Morrison (2001, p. 
58), also raises the importance of a safe, positive organisational culture that supports 
effective supervision and promotes learning from mistakes, the expression of uncertainty, 
taking risks and attempting innovation, and sharing the struggles. The experiences of 
study participants confirm the benefits of organisational and team cultures that encourage 
opportunities for learning through relationally-based reflection in supervision and peer 
debriefing processes. In contrast, managerialist, procedurally, and compliance-based 
approaches, are more likely to blame staff for the inevitable mistakes which occur in 
complex situations (Goddard & Hunt, 2011; Lonne et al., 2013), and are therefore less 
likely to produce learning that contributes to improved practice and resilience.  Where staff 
perceived a managerialist, organisational approach, this was not viewed as conducive of 
reflection or the provision of a safe, supportive environment.  This indicates the benefit of 
building a reflective learning culture in child protection organisations to build a resilient 
workforce.   
 
Recent moves to increase innovation that reduce costs, create efficiencies and enhance 
effectiveness, in conjunction with a shift towards the achievement of outcomes rather than 
throughput measurement in human services (DCCSDS, 2015), is an opportunity to shift 
organisational approaches. Similarly, appreciative inquiry, as a generative learning 
process, has been increasingly used to support organisational development and 
transformation (Ridley-Duff & Duncan, 2015; van der Haar & Hosking, 2004). Appreciative 
inquiry approaches are more likely to support an organisational culture of reflection 
through examining successful elements of the past and ongoing learning though 
examining past, present and future capacity and options, benefiting innovation and 
continuous improvement (Verleysen et al., 2015).  Reflective practices and approaches 
are consistent with and are likely to contribute to these organisational strategies.  
 
The value of critical reflection in building practice confidence and skills, and developing 
evidence based approaches were also argued by Munro (2011). Critical reflection has also 
been suggested to increase agency (Karvinen-Niinikoski, 2009), which this study indicates 
is beneficial to resilience. In this study the importance and benefits of reflection to both 
practice and resilience were more consistently referenced than formal learning processes. 
The value of critical reflection in building resilience in CPW is not just the responsibility of 
individuals as a professional skill. Formal individual, group or peer supervision, and 
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informal discussions with peers, were identified by participants as supporting ongoing 
reflection. 
 
The complex nature of child protection work and the multiple and complex needs of 
children and families was also identified as a reason for reflective practice. This complexity 
means that CPW are constantly encountering new situations and problems, and at times, 
achieve limited success in their work. This could become very disheartening and lead to a 
sense of defeat if CPW are not able to develop a sense of competence. A reflective 
approach to child protection, particularly in supervision or group processes, was identified 
by participants to support CPW to identify ways to build upon their work with families and 
the progress made.   
 
In this work where people have complex needs, and family situations are constantly 
changing, mistakes or misjudgments are inevitable. As Carmody states, “the publicly 
funded system cannot guarantee that every child will always be harm free” (CPCOI, 2013, 
p. xiv). A reflective approach provides an avenue for learning rather than a culture of fault 
finding and blame in individual CPW. Where errors occur this process supports CPW and 
teams to identify alternative options both individually and across teams. This approach 
also provides an opportunity to share successful work practices and achievements 
encouraging learning from others and a strengthening of practice at a group rather than 
just an individual level. Reflective approaches to child protection work recognise the 
complex nature of the work and the unlikely outcome of finding simple procedural 
solutions. Reflective practice is also useful in building skills and, therefore, competence 
and confidence of CPW.  
 
Reflective approaches supported through supervision and peer group processes also 
sustain a learning culture more broadly across the organisation that is responsive to 
changing evidence bases and policy contexts supporting innovation. In contrast, 
bureaucratic compliance-based approaches that are more likely to be blaming and fault 
finding, are less likely to provide a culture of safety and encourage ongoing learning.   
 
Reflective practice is aligned with a relational approach to the work, and is a model which 
applies practice learning in a supportive context. As such, reflection not only supports 
CPW to more easily identify and respond to the impacts of the work on them, but allows 
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debriefing and processing of these impacts to occur in a safe and supportive context. 
Team contexts, supervisor relationships with staff, and organisational contexts that 
encourage a reflective culture are more likely to be experienced by CPW as supportive, 
leading to learning, engagement with their team, and commitment to the organisation, 
thereby contributing to resilient staff.  
 
As indicated, relationally-based reflective approaches supportive of improved CPW 
resilience and professional practice are likely to have beneficial impacts for child protection 
organisations and client outcomes. An organisational approach to the development of a 
culture and strategies that encourage and support relationally-based reflective approaches 
is more likely to achieve these benefits than a reliance on individual practice approaches. 
A relational model of resilience  
As indicated in the conceptual framework which informed this study, it was postulated that 
CPW who could develop resilience within the adverse context of child protection were 
more likely to be retained. A deeper understanding of resilience was proposed as a way to 
inform the identification of options to reduce burnout and trauma of CPW and build 
resilience, thereby increasing the retention of CPW in the field. To better understand 
resilience in this context this study focused on how CPW understood, developed, and 
maintained resilience, though did not examine retention impacts. As CPW distress and 
coping have been extensively studied this was not the subject of this study, although in 
considering resilient CPW participants also discussed perceptions of CPW who were not 
resilient.  
 
The study supported the proposal in the model that coping and resilience differ. This was 
affirmed by participants who identified and described coping as different to resilience. 
Coping was considered a mechanism of the use of particular strategies at a point in time to 
manage pressures, whereas resilience was a capacity to adapt and respond to adversity 
effectively over time.  
 
Through this qualitative study a better understanding of CPW perceptions and experiences 
of resilience has been obtained. This understanding is consistent with current theoretical 
understandings of resilience, but also builds on this as it relates resilience to the specific 
context of child protection. 
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The study findings support the understanding of resilience as a complex and dynamic 
process, confirming an ecological view of resilience. Consistent with an ecological 
approach, not only is resilience impacted by the contextual environment, but develops as 
an adaptation to that particular environment. As indicated by participants, CPW need to 
develop resilience specific to the nature of the work including the chronic and cumulative 
adversity faced, and the specific traumatic material related to the abuse of children. The 
development of resilience in this context requires particular knowledge, skills and 
approaches. Knowledge includes relevant professional knowledge, and a realistic 
understanding of the work and ability to achieve change and positive outcomes for clients. 
Skills of importance are the ability to maintain enduring empathy in the face of difficult and 
challenging relationships, an ability to maintain boundaries between one’s personal and 
professional life and active strategies of self-care. Also of significance were personal 
values of humane and ethical approaches towards clients, being an active agent in the 
development and maintenance of one’s own resilience, and support of others.   
 
An element central to the understanding of resilience, is the significance of relationships. 
While social support has previously been identified as a contributor to resilience, the 
findings of this study indicate that social support is central to the development and 
maintenance of resilience to the point it cannot be considered outside of the social and 
relational context of the individual. While benefiting the individual, the development of 
resilience is not an individual pursuit, but occurs through the relationships the individual is 
a part of.  
 
The range of relationships experienced in the context of child protection, form part of the 
processes of developing and maintaining resilience.  This includes those relationships that 
would not normally be considered as social support contributing to resilience. The 
importance of client relationships, and CPW perceptions of these and, the achievement of 
positive outcomes through these relationships, are part of this relational context of 
resilience for CPW. The partnerships across agencies for the support of clients were also 
relationally important.  
 
The significance of collegiate and supervisor relationships, and a supportive workplace 
culture that accepted vulnerability and encouraged workplace relationships that assisted 
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staff to manage this, were consistently raised by participants. These relationships provided 
both practical and emotional support during periods of high stress or extreme adversity. Of 
particular importance to participants were workplace relationships that enabled CPW to 
talk about, debrief and process experiences, critical events and emotional responses.  
 
Professional support, through collaborative approaches to the work, was identified by 
participants as significant to the development and maintenance of resilience. Where 
collaborative approaches to the work were in place, this benefited resilience. A 
collaborative approach created a sense of shared responsibility and assisted CPW to 
enhance their locus of control in relation to client decisions. This contributed to their 
knowledge of the client in a more relational manner, rather than through bureaucratic 
processes, that enabled them to be heard and their work to be acknowledged.  The 
influence of other relationships within the organisation provided sources of information, 
and expert advice. The influence of a culture that valued staff, and provided 
acknowledgement of good work or success, was also evident.  
 
A relational context is also more likely facilitate reflective processes at individual and 
organisational levels, supporting ongoing learning. Ruch (2009) suggests relationship-
based approaches are inclusive of reflective approaches. Reflective approaches to the 
work and the adversity faced was a feature of resilience in this context. Reflective 
approaches at the personal level, build self-awareness in relation to adversity and 
professional practice. As a result this supports the development of practice competence 
and confidence, enhancing self-efficacy and capacity for agency. Reflective approaches 
also support an organisational learning culture that is responsive to changing evidence 
bases, and policy contexts, supporting innovation. 
   
Many recognise that resilience can be learned or developed, but continue to propose this 
as an individual activity of skill building, self-care, and development of individual attitudes 
or behaviours. As indicated by study participants, some personal attributes were identified 
as more conducive to resilience, many of which could be learned or developed, therefore, 
personal development by an individual may enhance their capacity to develop resilience.  
Although this may support the development of resilience, study findings bear out that 
resilience is developed, and sustained through a process of transaction between the 
individual, their context, and the relationships within this context.  Individual approaches 
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alone are unlikely to create resilient CPW. Due to the high level of complexity and 
adversity in child protection, it is unlikely that resilience could be sustained by an individual 
CPW in isolation, without a conducive organisational and relational context. The 
discussions by participants of fluctuations in resilience in response to particular adverse 
experiences, supports the theory of the need for resilience to be developed with and 
through others, in a supportive context rather than in isolation.  
 
As indicated above the initial process view of resilience provided in the conceptual 
framework (see Chapter 3) has been further developed from the study findings which 
highlighted the relevance of an ecological view of resilience, and the importance not just of 
the exposure of the individual to experiences, but to the context in which this occurs. The 
role of the relational context and, the contribution of reflective approaches to the work, are 
key elements of any new model of resilience in the child protection context.  This study has 
informed a new conceptual model for resilience as demonstrated in Figure 3 below.  
 
Important features of this model are the acknowledgement of reflective processes that 
occur between the CPW and their support networks. These reflective processes increase 
self-awareness, practice and skill development and processing of traumatic material. The 
relational circle acknowledges that this does not just consist of individual relationships but 
networks that include relationships in which the CPW participates, which contribute to 
resilience through providing support, and through the significance, value and purpose, of 
the relationship. The model also recognises the contextual factors of the organisation and 
policy setting as influencing resilience. The placing of the CPW within the context of the 
relationships they encounter in their work and the organisation is consistent with an 
ecological model. The transactions between the individual and their context are indicated 
by the permeable edges of each circle.  Where the reflective processes and relational 
context are enhanced the CPW is more likely to buffer adversity and maintain resilience.  
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Implications  
The findings of this study and model of resilience proposed, have implications for a range 
of audiences. The findings build on current understandings of resilience and identify 
processes and influences that enhance it, including the proposed need for increased 
consideration of the relational nature of the context and the application of reflective 
processes. Implications for organisations, supervisors, human resource managers, 
educators and CPW, are briefly considered below. These findings may also be of 
relevance to those in other areas of child protection or human services, or seeking to 
understand and apply resilience theory in other contexts.  
Practice approaches 
The findings of this study have implications for practice approaches that are more 
supportive of CPW resilience. Again the benefits of reflective practice approaches support 
a process for ongoing review of practice to facilitate learning and the building of practice 
competence.  
 
Consistent with the relational nature of resilience, relationship-based and collaborative 
approaches to practice are suggested. Collaborative approaches create a relational 
context in which to engage in child protection work, provide a supportive process for 
dealing with the complexity, create a shared responsibility for responding to the 
complexities encountered, and support the development of shared decision making 
processes. This approach also supports a more inclusive approach, giving consideration to 
the CPW knowledge of and relationship with clients, in contrast to bureaucratic processes.  
 
A relational approach to practice also aligns with the maintenance of enduring empathy 
through humane practice (Featherstone et al., 2014). This sentiment was reflected by 
Munro (2011a, p10) who stated, ‘when the bureaucratic aspects of work become too 
dominant, the heart of the work is lost.’ 
Organisations 
This study confirms that many CPW experience high levels of stress and are exposed to 
trauma and traumatic material, which is inherent to the context of the work. As research 
has consistently identified, this contributes to high turnover rates in child protection 
internationally. Even so, there remain many CPW in child protection who continue to hold 
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a strong commitment and passion for the work and develop a resilience enabling them to 
continue as effective CPW. 
 
While acknowledging the complexity, participant views and experiences indicate 
components of resilience that inform approaches to building a resilient child protection 
workforce. These facets indicate that due to the complexity of resilience it is not likely to be 
achieved through implementing formulaic or prescriptive steps but is dynamic, requiring 
active engagement by individual CPW, their supervisors, and the organisation that 
supports them.  Given the nature of resilience identified from this study, outlined in Figure 
3, there is benefit in considering strategies which build the resilience of the child protection 
workforce at individual and organisational levels.  
 
Based on this study, developing workforce strategies that enhance the relational 
approaches within organisational cultures, thereby supporting CPW, is likely to provide an 
environment more conducive to resilience.  In this relational culture, building a reflective 
approach across practice and resilience is also recommended. Reflective approaches to 
supporting CPW to process the adversity experienced, and encourage individual and 
organisational learning, are consistent with appreciative inquiry approaches used in 
organisational development. These models are promoted as strengths-based approaches 
to building a learning culture, which has benefits for organisational and workforce 
resilience.  
 
The need for, and benefits of, a learning culture within child protection organisations is 
argued by Munro (2011).  A context of quality supervision, and sense of safety developed 
through a culture of learning from mistakes, rather than blame, provides a supportive 
frame for CPW who experience periods of vulnerability, as a result of the adversity faced. 
These elements are intrinsic to professional social work practice, where empathy and use 
of self in engaging with the client is central. Whilst these elements were identified as 
important to the participants’ resilience, it is noted that only a proportion of participants 
were social workers.  
 
Organisational responsibility, not just for providing social support, but actively building a 
relational and reflective work culture and practice approach that enables CPW to work 
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effectively with clients and experience the support for them to undertake the work, are 
critical to a resilient workforce.  
Supervisors  
The availability and nature of supervision is also an important consideration for child 
protection organisations to develop and sustain a culture that facilitates resilient CPW. The 
study findings indicate the importance of supervision, through formal and informal 
processes, at group and individual levels. As crises occur at any time, the allocated 
supervisor may not be available to immediately support a CPW. Therefore building trusted 
relationships with supervisory staff across a workgroup that can be responsive to 
emergent situations and crises, may contribute to resilience through supporting CPW to 
debrief, reflect and process stressful material at the time. Supervisors need to consider if 
they are promoting and enabling relational and reflective practice, and creating a safe and 
responsive work context that supports CPW to process and learn from their experiences of 
adversity.  
 
Given the importance of supervisor support, the capability of and strategies used by 
supervisors are important to developing resilience across workgroups. Therefore the 
organisational approaches to supervision and developing supervisors’ ability to build and 
support CPW resilience, is likely to impact on the resilience of CPW and as such, needs to 
be considered in supervisory arrangements.  
Human resource managers 
The findings indicate that although there may be some benefit in seeking to employ CPW 
with qualifications and specific attributes, this will not guarantee a resilient workforce. The 
need for appropriate qualifications and skills is recognised, alongside the need for 
beginning CPW to have a realistic understanding of the work, and the situations they will 
encounter during their career.  
 
The development of support arrangements, through a relational context that provides peer 
and supervision based support networks, is critical. The implementation of a reflective 
learning approach and culture, to ongoing personal and professional development, is also 
likely to facilitate a more resilient workforce. To achieve this, supervisors need to have 
access to appropriate development, which enhances their skills in strengths-based, 
relational and reflective supervision processes.  
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Individual child protection workers 
At the individual level there are some attributes that were identified as more conducive to 
the development of resilience in CPW. Rather than being personality traits, many attributes 
identified as assisting resilience could be learned and developed. This study also suggests 
that resilience is a work in progress for CPW, given the situations they face and the 
likelihood they will, even after many years of experience, encounter new and challenging 
situations. The study findings highlight the need for personal agency in seeking 
appropriate responses to individual needs to support the development and maintenance of 
resilience. This active role in the development of resilience included, being active in the 
process of ongoing learning, and utilising reflection and debriefing to process the inevitable 
effects of the work experienced by each individual.  
 
Strategies of self-care, which are frequently recommended as positively contributing to 
reducing impacts of stress, burnout and trauma in a therapeutic context, such as work-life 
balance, exercise and relaxation, were also suggested by participants as useful, although  
not a guarantee of resilience. More significant was the need for a clear understanding of 
the work, and having realistic expectations, the ability to develop boundaries between the 
personal and professional, and processes and relationships in the workplace that 
supported the processing of emotional content.  
Educators 
This study suggests the need to prepare students seeking to work in child protection with 
strong relational abilities, and the ability to use reflective processes for practice 
development and self-awareness. Social work programs which assist emerging 
practitioners to develop strong critically-reflective practice, places them in good stead for 
child protection practice. The ability to use relational approaches to engage with clients 
ethically and humanely, rather than reactively or depersonalising them, will also support 
the development of resilient practitioners in child protection. Developing self-efficacy and 
agency and the ability to apply these in adverse contexts are also critical to the 
development of effective and resilient CPW.  
Strengths and limitations 
As a qualitative study the number of participants was small and all participants were from 
one child protection organisation, the ability to generalize and apply the results across 
child protection contexts is limited. While this is the case, the experiences of study 
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participants provide rich insights to the experiences and perceptions of the development of 
resilience by CPW in a large, public child protection agency.  
 
The identification of participants through a voluntary, self-nomination process, of CPW who 
self-identified as resilient, is also a weakness of the study given possible participant bias 
as a result of self-perception and perceived notion of positive value in being seen to be 
resilient. While this sampling method also limits the generalisability, the purposive 
approach to sampling was appropriate to the qualitative nature and purpose of the study 
and was also an efficient recruitment process. This approach supported the recruitment of 
those more likely to exhibit resilience. The interview frame and reflective methodology 
provided a balancing mechanism to this potential bias. This was achieved through 
questioning participants about their understanding and experiences of resilience and times 
when they faced adversity and were less resilient.  Consideration of experienced staff who 
remain working in child protection addressed a research gap not well considered by the 
predominate research on turnover.  Future research, giving consideration of CPW with 
longevity in child protection, but who do not identify as resilient, would provide further 
insights as a comparison to those who identified as resilient. 
 
While limitations due to the participant pool are acknowledged, it was clear from the 
interviews that participant experiences were consistent with those identified through other 
studies. Most participants identified adverse experiences in the work context, both prior to 
and during data collection. Experiences described included: stress from high workloads; 
traumatic incidents related to threats, assaults, and client deaths; and exposure to 
distressing client stories.  Even so, these CPW continued to express positive views of the 
work, identified rewarding experiences, discussed their adaptation to the adversity faced, 
and all but one continued to confirm their intention to remain working in child protection 
across interviews. Although a small number indicated they had experienced some level of 
burnout or vicarious trauma during their career, they had apparently overcome this. This 
suggests that there is a significant element of resilience among these CPW consistent with 
their self-identification as resilient, and where this occurs these CPW are more likely to be 
retained in the child protection workforce given their average length of tenure. 
 
Many of the findings are consistent with existing research, and given the longitudinal 
approach and rich nature of the data enhance the current understandings of resilience in 
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CPW. While the findings cannot be specifically related to other organisations, they may 
nonetheless inform considerations of approaches relevant to workforce resilience. These 
findings could be augmented by further empirical studies on workplace culture factoring 
the broader conceptualisation of resilience presented here.  
 
The child protection workforce is primarily female. Study participants included both male 
and female participants with a higher proportion of males continuing to participate in the 
second interview. While gender was not a focus of the study some differences were noted. 
Further research on the differences between males and females may be beneficial to 
support approaches that respond to these differences in developing resilience in CPW.   
 
Although it would have been beneficial to recruit participants who were from Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Island backgrounds the recruitment strategies did not achieve this. This may 
be attributed to the small proportion of the DCCSDS workforce, who are Aboriginal or 
Torres Strait Islander (CPCOI, 2013). The importance of Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander CPW is increasing given the growing rates of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
children entering the child protection system (CPCOI, 2013, p. 349). As efforts to increase 
the number of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander staff into child protection are promoted 
in line with the CPCOI (2013, p. 328) recommendations, further research is needed to 
inform how to support the resilience of these CPW.  
 
As a researcher who also worked in child protection, the risk of increased subjectivity and 
bias was a constant consideration. As discussed in Chapter 4, although the role of the 
researcher was not in frontline services during the time the research was undertaken, a 
range of strategies including, the development of a reference group to inform the interview 
frame and research process were implemented. The research advisors also played a 
critical role in supporting a reflexive approach to the research and the analysis of data. 
Conclusion  
In considering resilience of CPW in the specific context of child protection, this study 
confirms the understanding of resilience as a process and highlights the multifaceted, 
transactional and dynamic nature of this process. These findings position the 
understanding of resilience within ecological perspectives consistent with existing 
theoretical perspectives.  The importance of the context and systems in which the CPW 
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are situated, and the interaction between them and the context, were highlighted as 
significant to the process of developing and sustaining resilient CPW.  
 
The contextual factors of particular importance in child protection included the adversity 
faced, workplace and organisational culture and priorities, management, and supervisor 
approaches. The organisational and workplace cultures impacted on the promotion of 
worker commitment, reflection and learning, social and professional support, and the 
creation of a sense of safety to access this support in times of crisis as well as in the 
course of normal practice.    
 
While an ecological model goes some way in developing an understanding of resilience, it 
does not fully explain it. The significance of the relational context in which the process of 
resilience is embedded, has been highlighted, and as part of this relational context, the 
process of reflection is critical to the development of resilience. This has resulted in the 
presented model of resilience as a relationally-based and reflective process, that occurs 
within the context of the ecological environment in which CPW are positioned. A model of 
resilience aligned with relationally-based, reflective processes, is particularly relevant to 
human services and the social work profession, given both the workforce and the client 
groups with which they work. This model provides a basis for the development of both 
individual and organisational approaches to building resilience, which may extend current 
approaches to resilience.  
 
The study findings provide insights on the development and maintenance of resilience 
relevant to organisations, managers and supervisors, educators, and individuals involved 
in the delivery of child protection services and development of CPW. The knowledge 
gained through this study has the potential for practical application in child protection 
settings, for the benefit of organisations, supervisors, CPW, and clients. As such the 
researcher will seek to disseminate findings through future publications targeting these 
audiences.  
 
This study highlights the importance of the role of organisations in building resilience, 
providing an important addition to the knowledge and understanding of what is a very 
complex dynamic, in a highly adverse context. Where organisations recognise the 
importance of their influence on CPW resilience, and their ability to enhance the 
219 
 
development and maintenance of CPW resilience, this is likely to facilitate a more 
consistent, experienced, and capable workforce, that is able to work effectively with 
children and families. This in turn, is likely to enhance staff retention. Central to this is the 
recognition of the relational nature of the work, and resilience, within child protection 
contexts, and the need for that to provide a supportive ‘witnessing’ of the development and 
maintenance of CPW resilience, and the ongoing contribution of the work context and 
culture to achieving this.  
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Participant Information 
Project Title 
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Researcher 
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PhD Student 
School of Social Work and Human Services 
University of Queensland, St Lucia 4067 
Phone: 0438000093 
Email: e.russ@uqconnect.edu.au 
 
Research Supervisors 
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University of Queensland, St Lucia 
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Professor Bob Lonne 
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I am a PhD student at the School of Social Work and Human Services, University of Queensland. I 
have experience in the child protection field including time in direct practice, management, staff 
support and program management. Although I continue to work in the child protection field within 
the Department of Communities, this study is being undertaken independently from my 
employment with the Department of Communities as part of my PhD Studies.  
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Through my work in child protection I have developed a strong interest in the impacts of the work 
on staff and how to improve the support available to staff to optimise their time and experience in 
child protection and the benefits this holds for clients in increased skill and experience of staff.  
 
What is the purpose of the study? 
This study seeks to increase understanding of how child protection workers become resilient 
through exploring their experiences and their understanding of how they manage adversity and 
build resilience to continue to work effectively and find satisfaction in undertaking this difficult work. 
 
How do I become a participant in this research? 
If you are interested in participating in this study please read this document carefully to ensure you 
have all the relevant details regarding the study. If you are a child protection worker as described 
below and are willing to participate in this study please contact the researcher, (Erica Russ) to 
discuss any questions you may have and request a consent form. A completed consent form and 
participant details will be required prior to your participation in this study.  Once participants have 
completed the consent form and participant details and returned this to the researcher they will be 
contacted to make appropriate arrangements.  
 
Who should participate? 
This study seeks to gather information from people who see themselves as resilient that is able to 
maintain healthy levels of psychological and physical functioning in the face of adversity (Bonanno 
2004 p20) and are currently working in child protection, to increase understanding of how workers 
develop and maintain resilience, and commitment to and satisfaction from child protection work. 
For comparison, the study sample will include workers who are relatively new to child protection 
and those who are more experienced. 
 
Eligible participants are workers who: 
- are a permanently appointed Child Safety Officer or have been a Child Safety Officer and 
are currently a specialist child protection worker that works directly with children and 
families (for example Team Leader, Senior Practitioner, Family Group Meeting Convenor), 
and 
- have worked in the department for less than 1 year or more than 3 years; and 
- find child protection work satisfying; and 
- get feedback from clients and/or colleagues that indicate they are effective and competent 
workers; and 
- intend to continue working in child protection in the foreseeable future; and 
- have experienced significant work stress or a critical or distressing incident at work that 
they have overcome (this may include events indicated in the post-incident support policy 
such as assault, threats, child death, traumatic child removal, etc. …). 
 
This study seeks a sample of participants that represents the diversity of the frontline staff group. 
As such the participation of people from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander and culturally and 
linguistically diverse backgrounds who meet the criteria above would be welcomed.  
 
What will participants be asked to do? 
The study will consist of two phases that occur over a 12 month period. These are: 
1. An initial in-depth interview of approximately 1.5 hours to discuss your understanding of 
resilience, how this is developed in your workplace and challenges to this for yourself and 
others, your experiences in child protection and how these support or challenge your 
management of and satisfaction with the work.  
 
2. A follow-up interview approximately 1 year later that will consider: 
o Your experience since the initial interview and any changes in your experiences and 
understanding of your and colleagues resilience; 
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o Reflections on the events recorded in your journal and longer term perceptions of 
the events recorded in your journal; 
o What has influenced any changes in experiences and understandings of how you 
and other workers manage the work and develop and maintain resilience; 
o Your views on how the organisation could support the development and 
maintenance of worker resilience. 
 
All interviews will be conducted in a place suitable to you during work hours or as negotiated to be 
mutually convenient to yourself and the researcher.   
 
Can participants change their mind about being part of this research?  
Participation in this study is voluntary. There is no obligation on any person to participate. As such, 
you may choose not to respond to specific questions or to withdraw at any point without 
consequence.  
 
What if I leave the Department during the study? 
Should staff agree to participate in the research and leave the Department during the study, they 
may choose to withdraw from or continue to participate in the study. The second interview may be 
conducted at the time of, or shortly after leaving the Department. Participants will be requested to 
contact and advise the researcher if they are leaving the Department to advise of their withdrawal 
from the study, or if they wish to continue, to arrange the second interview. 
 
Is there any benefit in participating? 
There are no direct benefits for participants in this research. The research is concerned with 
developing knowledge about the resilience of staff working in child protection and using this 
information to inform strategies to support staff. The results of the research will be presented at 
conferences and published in scholarly journals. Results will also be disseminated to child 
protection departments in order to inform them of possible changes to their practices and support 
structures to enhance staff resilience.  
 
What are my support options? 
As this study may include discussion of stressful experiences that may be upsetting, it is 
recognised that some staff may require or request support and/or counselling during their 
participation in the study, or may feel the need to debrief in relation to their participation in the 
study. Should you require this assistance please contact your local peer support officer, Staffcare 
on 324 75992, or Employee Assistance Service (EAS) on 1300 667 791 to arrange this. As this 
study relates to your work experiences any support requested will be provided as part of the usual 
staff support arrangements. These services can be accessed confidentially and at no cost. Further 
information on these support options will be provided to you by the researcher during the study. 
 
What information will be used from this study? 
Information collected during this study will be used to complete the researcher’s PhD Thesis. Other 
reports and articles may also be published in professional journals and conference papers. As this 
study is seeking to better understand your experiences, perceptions and understandings these 
reports will include comments made by participants. Any comments or quotes from participant 
information used will be reported in such a way as to maintain the anonymity and confidentiality of 
participants and ensure they are not identified. Participant consent for this study includes 
permission to use comments and excerpts from both the interviews and journal notes in published 
information.  
 
How will information be collected and stored? Is confidentiality assured? 
Interviews will be audio recorded by the researcher and then transcribed. All transcribed interviews 
will be de-identified. All materials from interviews will be stored securely.  
 
All information provided by you will be kept strictly confidential. No names or any other identifying 
information will be included in the analysis of information, or any written or verbal report or 
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publication on the research. All information collected during this study will be de-identified for 
storage and reporting purposes. Only the researcher will have knowledge of participant details. All 
data will be stored in password protected electronic files or in a securely locked area. Both of these 
are accessible only to the researcher. The Department will not have access to any data outside of 
the publically available reports, journal articles and presentations. Participant details will not be 
provided to the Department of Communities. 
 
How do participants get information and feedback about the findings? 
Participants will be provided with the opportunity to provide feedback on the findings through 
advising the researcher they wish to do so. When participants request information regarding results 
and the opportunity to feedback they will be provided with a summary of results and will be invited 
to contact the researcher within 4 weeks of receiving the summary to discuss the results and 
provide feedback. This will allow participants to review the findings of the study and the types of 
information, including excerpts from interviews, which may be included in subsequent reports. In 
addition, a copy of any publications related to this study will be provided to participants on request.  
 
Is the research approved? 
This research is being conducted as a PhD research project which has been approved by the 
University of Queensland and the Department of Communities. This study has been cleared by 
one of the human ethics committees of the University of Queensland in accordance with the 
National Health and Medical research Council’s guidelines. To discuss your participation in this 
study with the researcher, contact Erica Russ by phone on 043800093. If you would like to speak 
to an officer of the University not involved in the study, you may contact the Chair of the Ethics 
Committee for the School of Social Work and Human Services, Professor Karen Healy on (07) 
3365 1847. 
 
Whilst the research is being conducted independently of the Department the researcher is a public 
servant and conducting this research whilst an employee of the Department, as such I am obliged 
to comply with the code of conduct and other public service legislation. Where the researcher 
identifies any illegal activities, unethical or unprofessional conduct on behalf of participants during 
the research this information will be managed in accordance with professional and organisational 
obligations.  
 
If during the research project you have any complaints about the research process or conduct of 
the researcher please contact the researchers PhD advisor Dr Yvonne Darlington on (07) 336 
52512 or Chair of the Ethics Committee, Professor Karen Healey on (07) 33651847. 
Thank you for your interest in participating in this study. 
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Appendix 2 
 
Staff Resilience in child protection in Queensland 
Interview Guide - Interview 1 
 
Introduction 
· Review aim of study and outline of process 
· Review Participation guidelines – voluntary nature of participation, ability to withdraw, 
ability to not respond to specific questions / topics,  
· Recognition of potential distress for some topics – support available (provide contact 
sheet for peer support, Staffcare & EAS) 
· Information storage and confidentiality: 
· Stored independently of workplace, 
· Information de-identified for storage and reporting, researcher only able to match data 
to individual to allow matching of data across various data collection.  
· Recording of interview – permission 
 
Confirmation of Demographic information in participant information sheet. 
 
Following are key topic areas and suggested questions – All topics will be explored, 
questions are a guide only, specific questions and use will depend on flow of interview and 
information offered by participants in relation to the general topic area. 
 
Child protection work and worker resilience 
In our discussions I would like to consider you understanding of CPW generally as well as 
your individual experiences. No question about others relates to a specific person but is 
seeking your views of general characteristics of the workforce.  
· Considering your experience in child protection how would you describe child 
protection work? What do you believe motives people to do this work? Why have you 
chosen to work in this field? 
· What are the most significant elements of the work (challenging, distressing, rewarding, 
satisfying elements)? 
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· Resilience has become a commonly used concept and could be applied to some child 
protection staff. How would you describe resilience? What do you think of as resilience 
in child protection work?  
o How would you describe a resilient CPW (what qualities, attributes, skills, 
approaches make a CPW resilient)?  
o How is your resilience similar to or different from this understanding?  
· What influences CPW resilience? 
o What makes CPW resilient or stops them from being resilient? (consider 
preparation & training, personal qualities, other personal/social influences, 
workplace context, organisational influences, community influences, social 
support, self-care, ) 
· You have identified yourself as resilient – What influences or contributes to your 
resilience?  
o Can you tell me about what are the most difficult / adverse/ stressful 
elements of child protection work for you (including commonality of adversity, 
level of stress, common types of adverse experiences) and discuss their 
impact on you? 
o How do the significant elements of the work (as described earlier) impact on 
you and your resilience?  
o How do you respond to these challenges?  
o What did you do to get through and/or overcome difficulties / stressors?  
o On reflection what have you learned / what would you do differently? 
o Has this changed your approach to the work, if so how? 
o What support if any, do you access? How does this affect your resilience? 
o Describe a time when you did not think you were resilient how is this different 
to times where you feel you are resilient? 
· How do you think you developed and maintain your resilience? 
o What do you think makes you resilient? 
o What, if anything has assisted you to become a resilient CPW – of these, 
what is most important and why? 
o What, if anything, about child protection work do you find most satisfying and 
why? Does this contribute to your resilience? If so how and why? 
· Is resilience constant, please discuss? 
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o Does your level or experience of resilience differ over time? If so what 
influences this and how? If not, how do you maintain you resilience? 
o What, if anything, supports / challenges your resilience and how does this 
occur? 
o When do think you are most resilience / least resilient and why? 
o Does the organisation affect your resilience (support & challenge)? If so 
how? 
o Do family and friends affect your resilience? If so how? 
o What else affects your resilience? 
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Staff Resilience in child protection in Queensland 
Interview Guide - Interview 2 
 
Bring summary of previous participant information including: 
From interview 1: 
· Definition of resilience 
· Key points re impacts on resilience 
From Journal if completed– 
· Outline of incident/s 
· Key points from journal re impacts 
 
Introduction; 
· Outline of process 
· Review Participation guidelines – voluntary nature of participation, ability to withdraw, 
ability to not respond to specific questions / topics,  
· Recognition of potential distress for some topics – support available (provide contact 
sheet for peer support, Staffcare & EAS) 
· Recording of interview – permission 
 
Discussion of perceptions of resilience: 
· In interview you described resilience as ……..(provide outline of previous definition) 
· Please tell me about any changes in your perceptions and experience of resilience 
since the initial interview. These may include: 
o Observations and understanding of resilience in others and what creates and 
influences this (particularly since initial interview).  
o Impact of others experiences on participants understanding/perceptions of 
resilience. 
o Understanding/experience of own resilience since commencement of 
participation in study, any changes and what has influenced these changes over 
time.  
o Perceptions of organisational, community and personal influences on resilience 
(e.g., maintain resilience in context of organisational change) 
 
Reflection on own experiences 
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· Experience of significant events and resilience 
o Overview of experiences (either recorded in the journal or described) and 
perceptions about resilience (e.g., level of resilience, impact on resilience, support, 
strategies used to maintain resilience) at the time. (researcher to provide summary 
from journal).  
o If journal not submitted ask participant to describe a significant/critical incident 
they have been involved in since the last interview and perceptions about resilience 
at the time, (e.g., level of resilience, impact on resilience, support, strategies used 
to maintain resilience) 
 
· Process of resilience 
· What is happening in these situations when you are exhibiting resilience – what 
does your resilience look like in these situations and ongoing? (e.g., would other 
recognise you as being resilient in these situations and if so how?) 
 
· Is this different to coping and if so how? 
 
· Reflecting on these experiences how are these perceived now and what has their 
impact on your resilience. 
 
· Discussion of similarities & differences between experience of significant incidents 
which were more difficult and those which were dealt with well, their impact, how 
the participant managed them and what influenced this.  
 
· Discussion of any ongoing impacts of significant incidents (events) and how they 
are experienced and managed 
 
· Discussion of any subsequent experience and how these were similar to or different 
from those from journal or those described, how they were managed and how and 
why they impacted on resilience 
 
· Reflection of Personal learning re resilience 
o How have these experiences contributed to learning about: 
§ What resilience is  
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§ What contributes to or undermines resilience 
§ Your own resilience 
§ The resilience of CPW and supporting this  
· Reflection on consistency of, or changes in participant’s resilience over the 
course of the study and influence of specific experiences. 
o Has your resilience changed and if so how? 
o What has influenced the changes? 
o What is it about specific incidents that has most impact and why? 
o What would help to strengthen resilience more? 
 
· Strategies to maintain resilience, self-care, social and organisational support 
available and utilised and the impact of this in relation to journaled/described events 
and subsequent experiences on resilience  
o have the perceptions and use of these changed – how, why, impact 
 
· Many people indicated they have experienced growth following incidents and 
difficulties in the workplace 
o Describe any growth for you – what does it involve,  
o What are the benefits of this growth 
o What allows / assists this to occur 
o Does your growth influence others – how 
o What are the influences of this growth on you personally and professionally 
 
Future considerations 
· What would assist CPW to develop and sustain resilience? 
· Individually 
· Organisationally 
· Community 
 
· What would assist CPW to experience growth 
· Individually 
· Organisationally 
· Community 
· What would you say to the department about what is needed to have resilient CPW? 
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Appendix 3 
 
Coding dictionary - sample 
Primary Code sub-code Description 
Adversity 
 
 Adverse experiences that affect 
resilience - includes stress, 
trauma, burnout, vicarious 
trauma and critical incidents 
(captured in sub-codes as 
appropriate) 
 Burnout perceptions and experiences of 
burnout in self or others 
 Stress Stress or pressure affecting 
ability to function normally  
 Trauma  Traumatic or highly emotional 
experiences described by 
participants in relation to their 
work. 
 Vicarious 
Trauma 
Perceptions and experiences of 
vicarious trauma 
Defining resilience 
 
 
 How participants define and 
describe resilience 
 Bounce back descriptions of resilience related 
to an ability to 'bounce back' - 
return to previous state 
 adaptation and 
flexibility 
descriptions of resilience that 
include references related to 
adaptation by and/or being 
flexibility of the worker 
Qualities of resilient CPW What participants 
describe as the 
qualities or 
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attributes of 
resilient people 
 Attitude to 
change 
Attitudes and approaches 
described that relate to view and 
management of change 
 Attitude to work / 
clients 
Attitude and approaches to the 
work and/or clients that 
influence resilience 
 Attitude to 
learning  
comments re individual’s 
commitment to personal and/or 
professional learning as a 
contributor to resilience 
 ‘big picture’ / 
systems 
approach 
comments related to taking a 
systems approach to the work 
and/or considers broad 
contextual issues, views things 
in the bigger picture 
 positivity and 
hopefulness 
Positive viewpoint, qualities, 
attitudes and approaches to 
work, clients and/or life in 
general and the maintenance of 
hope 
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Appendix 4 
 
Sample coding trees  
Preliminary coding tree – sample 
Draft coding tree was developed based on: 
1. Key question areas 
2. Theoretical concepts 
3. Early data impressions 
 
Description of child 
protection  
 
type of work  
 
o role description 
o technical elements 
 · nature of work 
 
o challenge 
o complexity 
o value 
o rewards 
Motivation to do child 
protection work 
 
· Commitment 
· Altruism 
· Practical 
· Spirituality – (connection 
to something bigger than 
self) 
 
Defining resilience 
 
· Bounce back 
· Adapt 
· Flexible 
· Growth 
 
Qualities of resilient 
people 
· Personality 
 
o Calm 
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 o Not easily flustered 
o optimistic 
 · Attributes 
 
o Reflective 
o Self-aware 
o Positive outlook 
o Seek to learn 
o Flexible 
o Adaptable 
o Sense of humour 
o Organised 
o Perseverance 
· Skills 
 
o Time management 
o Able to prioritise 
o Identify and access 
support 
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Final coding tree – sample – drawn from NVivo 
 
Nodes\\Adversity 
Nodes\\Adversity\adversity - changes IV1 - IV2 
Nodes\\Adversity\Burnout 
Nodes\\Adversity\Burnout\Burnout IV2 
Nodes\\Adversity\Stress 
Nodes\\Adversity\Stress\stress IV2 
Nodes\\Adversity\Trauma experiences 
Nodes\\Adversity\Trauma experiences\trauma experiences IV2 
Nodes\\Adversity\Vicarious trauma 
Nodes\\Adversity\Vicarious trauma\Vicarious Trauma IV2 
Nodes\\coping 
Nodes\\coping\coping 2 
Nodes\\coping\coping changes IV1-IV2 
Nodes\\coping\definition of coping 
Nodes\\coping\definition of coping\definition of coping 2 
Nodes\\coping\relationship to resilience 
Nodes\\coping\relationship to resilience\coping relationship to resilience 
Nodes\\Defining resilience 
Nodes\\Defining resilience\bounce back 
Nodes\\Defining resilience\bounce back\bounce back 2 
Nodes\\Defining resilience\Defining resilience IV 1 
Nodes\\Defining resilience\Defining resilience IV 1\Adaptability and flexibility IV 1 
Nodes\\Defining resilience\Defining resilience IV 2 
Nodes\\Defining resilience\Defining resilience IV 2\adaptability and flexibility IV2 
Nodes\\Defining resilience\Defining resilience - changes 
Nodes\\Description of child protection work 
Nodes\\Description of child protection work\nature of the work 
Nodes\\Description of child protection work\nature of the work\challenge 
Nodes\\Description of child protection work\nature of the work\challenge\challenge IV2 
Nodes\\Description of child protection work\nature of the work\complexity 
Nodes\\Description of child protection work\nature of the work\complexity\complexity lV2 
Nodes\\Description of child protection work\nature of the work\nature of work IV 2 
Nodes\\Description of child protection work\nature of the work\rewards 
Nodes\\Description of child protection work\nature of the work\rewards\rewards IV 2 
Nodes\\Description of child protection work\type of work 
Nodes\\Description of child protection work\type of work\type of work IV 2 
 
